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ABSTRACT
Though widely regarded today as one of the most prominent dealers of the past five
decades, Paula Cooper has not been the subject of a scholarly study, nor have her strategies for
choosing artists, organizing exhibitions, and selling art been tracked and assessed. This thesis
provides a microhistory of Cooper’s early efforts in creating a new and more cooperative model
of business with emerging artists and seeding the growth of the neighborhood known as SoHo. It
also argues for Cooper’s previously unheralded role in sustaining women artists and levelling the
field in terms of marketing, economic support, visibility, and wider institutional opportunities.
In 1968, Paula Cooper established her eponymous gallery at 96/100 Prince Street, in what
was then the cultural hinterland south of Houston Street. She had arrived in New York (1958),
worked at World House Galleries on the Upper East Side (1959), opened the Paula Johnson
Gallery in her home at 109 East 69th Street (1963–64), and directed Park Place, a cooperative
gallery near Houston Street (1965–67). Upon opening her gallery in SoHo, Cooper quickly built
a reputation with two group exhibitions in collaboration with young activists and critics, notably
Lucy Lippard. The gallery’s inaugural show: Benefit for the Student Mobilization Committee to
End the War in Vietnam (October 22–31, 1968) featured artists associated with so-called
minimalism—Donald Judd, Carl Andre, and Sol LeWitt. While many SoHo chroniclers have
emphasized this exhibition in the Paula Cooper Gallery’s origin story, my research instead
argues that she made two more impactful contributions in the subsequent decade. In the 1970s,
Cooper devoted her energies to her stable of emerging artists whose artwork seemed unable to be
reduced to a single style. Cooper’s eye was instrumental in defining postminimalism. These
artists included—in the order she gave them their first solo exhibitions—Alan Shields, Lynda
Benglis, Robert Grosvenor, Joel Shapiro, Jennifer Bartlett, Jonathan Borofsky, Elizabeth Murray,
Richard Van Buren, Jackie Winsor, and Kes Zapkus.
Another of Cooper’s most important and least remarked upon contributions was her
support for women artists in the heyday of the second-wave feminist movement. In the years
between 1969–1979—a decade in which feminism advanced in public awareness and changed
the making and interpretation of art—Cooper steadfastly built the careers of Benglis, Bartlett,
Murray, and Winsor. As I will demonstrate in my case studies of the four artists, Cooper worked
in tandem with their respective pace of production, gave them regular solo exhibitions, and
placed key artworks in group shows, to offset any perceptions of tokenism or an inherent
“feminine” sensibility. She ensured that their works entered museums were bought and
appreciated by private collectors and determined that they would compete favorably in the press
with the coverage received by their male peers. Today, the four have secure places in the
histories of late-twentieth-century art for their innovative materials and processes, and
contribution to postminimalism. Yet their debt to Cooper is visible only in photograph credits,
lender lists, and mentions of important shows at her gallery. By examining exhibition reviews,
acquisition records, oral histories, and archival materials, this thesis demonstrates that, although
Cooper was not an art dealer with an apparent feminist agenda, the number of women she
represented and the ways she sustained them was historic and consequential.
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INTRODUCTION: The Rise of “Contemporary” Art, 1950–75
On October 22, 1968, Paula Cooper opened her eponymous art gallery in New York City.
The gallery was located downtown, at 96/100 Prince Street. There, Cooper not only established a
new arts district in New York, but also presented acclaimed exhibitions of works by then littleknown artists. This thesis focuses on the first decade of her gallery, which emerged alongside the
development of an interest in and market for American contemporary art. In the late-1950s and
early 1960s there were some one hundred commercial galleries in New York. Of them, only
fifteen to twenty showed “vanguard” art made by living artists.1 Yet, that small cluster of
galleries quickly established a market and a public for contemporary American art. There was no
shortage of female dealers, and they played a pivotal role. As the international prominence of
American abstract expressionist and color field painters such as Helen Frankenthaler, Franz
Kline, Willem de Kooning, Barnett Newman, Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, and others grew,
so too did the number of galleries located on the Upper East Side and in Midtown—the two
established gallery neighborhoods in New York. The generation of New York dealers who
embraced these painters—including Peggy Guggenheim (Art of This Century gallery in
Midtown, 1942), Charles Egan (who opened his gallery circa 1945), Samuel Kootz (1945), Betty
Parsons (1946), Sidney Janis (1948), Martha Jackson (1953), Eleanor Ward (of the Stable
Gallery, 1953), André Emmerich (1954), Eleanor Poindexter (1955), Marilyn Fischbach (1960),
Richard Bellamy (Green Gallery, 1960), Jill Kornblee (ca. 1961), among others—created an

NB: I accessed New York Times articles as they originally appeared through the digitized TimesMachine. New York
Magazine articles were accessed as they originally appeared through Google Books. I accessed Artforum articles as
text webpages, and thus did not include page numbers. In these instances, I have omitted reference URLs.
1

Meyer presents these statistics from the late 1950s and early 1960s from several sources. James Meyer,
Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), pp. 33, 275, n. 1.

1

appetite for modern American art among collectors and curators.2 Art dealer Michael Findlay
pointed out that, in the 1960s, nearly one third of the dealers in New York were women, and
their sex did not have an impact on what art they sold, or whom they represented.3
New York became the center for a growing art market, and a rapid-fire sequence of new
art movements. In 1957, Leo Castelli opened his eponymous gallery and soon mounted
exhibitions of Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg, who incorporated found objects into their
paintings in a strategy soon dubbed Neo-Dada. By the early 1960s, Castelli, Janis, Jackson,
Ward, and Kornblee embraced pop art by Andy Warhol, James Rosenquist, Roy Lichtenstein,
Rosalyn Drexler, Claes Oldenburg, and others who made paintings of mass marketing imagery
and consumer goods using commercial processes such as silk screening or billboard painting
techniques. Around the same time, Bellamy, Castelli, Virginia Dwan (opened in L.A. in 1959
and New York in 1965), Tibor de Nagy (1950), and Fischbach showed the forerunning artists of
Minimalism: Donald Judd, Dan Flavin, and Robert Morris, who presented abstract sculptures of
simple, geometric forms, often rendered in one color.
Though male artists overwhelmingly dominated sales along with gallery and museum
exhibitions, female artists were included in prominent Upper East Side and Midtown gallery

2
Recently several female dealers across the decades have been the focus of scholarly attention and exhibitions,
demonstrating their impact on the art world today, for example: Edith Halpert and the Rise of American Art (Jewish
Museum, New York, 2019) was accompanied by a rigorous academic catalogue with illuminating archival research.
Also see, The Conditions of Being Art: Pat Hearn Gallery and American Fine Arts, Co. (1983–2004), exh. cat.
(Hessel Museum of Art, Bard) and Los Angeles to New York: Dwan Gallery, 1959–1971, exh. cat. (National Gallery
of Art, Washington D.C., 2016). While this thesis focuses on dealers based in New York, it is important to note
there is also a strong West Coast and also international—particularly Parisian—contingent of female dealers. Dr.
Véronique Chagnon-Burke is currently working on the Women Art Dealers Digital Archive (WADDA), a project
that seeks to compile and map the role of women dealers in the institutionalization of modern art.
3
Michael Findlay in conversation with the author, February 17, 2021. Reiterated in the discussion: Michael Findlay
and Véronique Chagnon-Burke, “1950s–1970s: Women Art Dealers in New York,” hosted by Christies Education
via Zoom, March 4, 2021. Based on information from Harvey Matusow, The Art Collector’s Almanac (New York:
Huntington Station, 1965).

2

rosters of the 1950s and 1960s. Grace Hartigan showed with de Nagy starting in 1951; Ward’s
Stable Gallery exhibited Joan Mitchell and Elaine de Kooning in the early-1950s; Helen
Frankenthaler found a dealer in de Nagy in the 1950s, and then with Emmerich in the 1960s;
Marisol was represented by Castelli, Stable, and Janis in the early-mid-1960s; and in 1960, Lee
Bontecou became the sole female artist taken on by Castelli. Such visibility made them
“important” artists. In the next decade, Ann Truitt was represented by Emmerich (starting in
1963); Lee Krasner showed at various galleries (mid-1960s); Drexler had a 1966 exhibition at
Kornblee Gallery; the work of Jo Baer appeared in a solo exhibition at Fischbach gallery (1966);
Alma Thomas had her first exhibition at Jackson’s (1972); and Susan Rothenberg debuted at the
Marian Willard Johnson’s Willard Gallery in 1975. Nonetheless, compared to their male
counterparts, women made up a very small percentage of most dealers’—both female and
male—rosters and solo exhibitions.
In 1966, a milestone exhibition at the Jewish Museum, Primary Structures, codified
minimalism as an art of predetermined and reductive geometries, industrial materials, and
smooth, unbroken surfaces.4 Concurrently, and in contrast with this newly codified style, many
artists began to work ad-hoc with rough, organic, and pliable materials, challenging definitions
of painting and sculpture and medium specificity. In collaboration with art critic Lucy Lippard,
Fischbach Gallery presented the exhibition Eccentric Abstraction in 1966.5 The exhibition

4

Meyer wrote that ‘Minimal’ was a term first applied by Richard Wollheim in January 1965, though the sentiment
had been around prior with descriptions such as “paired down,” and “minimum.” Meyer pointed out that Wolleheim
gave the term, but his article did not apply it to artists such as Judd, Morris, or Andre, Barbara Rose’s “ABC Art”
provided this link. Richard Wollheim, “Minimal Art,” Arts Magazine 34, no. 4 (Jan. 1965): pp. 26–32. Barbara
Rose, “ABC Art,” Art in America (Oct./Nov. 1965). See Meyer, “‘Minimal Art’ and ‘ABC Art’: Popularization of
the ‘Minimal,’” pp. 142–150 in Minimalism.
5

The exhibition ran from Sept. 20–Oct. 8, 1966 at 29 West 57th Street. Eccentric Abstraction, exh. brochure (New
York: Fischbach Gallery, 1966), accessed digitally: https://ada-invitations.de/cpt-einladungen/eccentric-abstractionfischbach-gallery-new-york-1966/ (accessed Feb. 21, 2022).

3

included floor-based sculptures and soft and wiry assemblages (figure 1). Lippard chose works
by Alice Adams, Louise Bourgeois, Eva Hesse, Gary Kuehn, Bruce Nauman, Don Potts, Keith
Sonnier, and Frank Lincoln Viner.6 Viner’s work, a “brightly-colored hanging plastic piece,”
consisted of multiple forms suspended from the ceiling along one wall of the gallery; Sonnier
constructed a geometric prism from wood and clear plastic that stretched between the wall and
floor and periodically filled with air as if breathing. Lippard also included two works by Hesse:
one featured long thin balloons covered in acrylic and strung together vertically in a bunch, the
other comprised three wooden squares connected by long thin waves of horizontal wires.7
Further distinguishing themselves from minimalist tendencies, the artists used forms that evoked
body parts. In Lippard’s words the artists sought “a more complete acceptance by the senses—
visual, tactile, and ‘visceral’—the absence of emotional interference and literary pictorial
associations.”8
Lippard followed this presentation with a traveling exhibition in 1968 titled Soft and
Apparently Soft Sculpture, sponsored by The American Federation of Arts. She included
Bourgeois, Hesse, and Nauman, along with Yayoi Kusama, Robert Morris, Hans Haacke, Claes
Oldenburg, Richard Serra, and Jackie Winsor, with several others, all of whom were working
with materials such as latex, rubber, vinyl, string, and fabrics. Also in 1968, the “former”
minimalist Robert Morris, contributed an essay to Artforum on a new kind of “anti-form” art:
“The focus on matter and gravity as means results in forms which were not projected in

6

Cooper showed Kuehn in a group exhibition in 1970, but mostly focused on the younger group of artists who
pushed the new style into a movement.
7
David Antin, “Eccentric Abstraction,” Artforum 5, no. 3 (Nov. 1966). See also Briony Fer, “Objects Beyond
Objecthood,” Oxford Art Journal 22, no. 2 (1999), pp. 27–36.
8

Lippard, “Eccentric Abstraction,” in Changing: Essays in Art Criticism (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., 1971), p.
111.

4

advance.”9 Soon after, the term “postminimalism,” coined by Robert Pincus-Witten in 1971,
became a catchall for this “soft,” “anti-form,” “anti-illusion,” and “process” art, as the term
“covers a multitude of possibilities, from process-oriented experience to an art of purely
intellective activity such as we can find in the Conceptualist movement.”10 Given the range of
approaches that postminimalism encompassed, many now refer to the 1970s as the “pluralist,”
“postmodern,” or “post-ism” era.11 In hindsight, Lippard pointed out that the stylistic diversity
was directly tied to the inclusion of more female voices:
The 1970s might not have been ‘pluralist’ at all if women artists had not emerged
during that decade to introduce the multicolored threads of female experience into
the male fabric of modern art. [...] the feminist insistence that the personal (and
thereby art itself) is political has, like a serious flood, interrupted the
mainstream’s flow, sending it off into hundreds of tributaries.12
As the new art market centered on art of the now, rather than blue chip, proven (and often
deceased) artists, dealers adapted. The works of emerging artists whose reputations had yet to be
created sold at lower prices than those of their more established predecessors. Moreover, they
were producing multipart pieces or installations in oversize and irregular dimensions. All told,
dealers needed larger spaces and lower overheads. They followed artists down to the area of
Manhattan directly south of Houston Street (coined SoHo in 1963).13 Given the empty real estate

9

Robert Morris, “Anti Form,” Artforum 6, no. 8, April 1968, p. 35.

10

Robert Pincus-Witten, “Eva Hesse: Post-Minimalism into Sublime,” Artforum 10, no. 3 (Nov. 1971). See also
Robert Pincus-Witten, Postminimalism (New York: Out of London Press, 1977).
11

See Corinne Robins, The Pluralist Era: American Art, 1968–1981 (New York: Harper & Row, 1984).

12

Lucy Lippard, “Sweeping Exchanges: The Contribution of Feminism to the Art of the 1970s,” Art Journal 40, no.
1–2 (1980): p. 362.
13
The name “SoHo,” meaning south of Houston Street, was coined by city planner Chester Rapkin in 1963. Patricia
Kelly, “Space Matters: The Industrial Loft, Participatory Politics, and the Paula Cooper Gallery, circa 1968,”
Journal of Curatorial Studies 5, no. 2 (June 1, 2016): p. 187, n. 1. In their guidebook on the area, Alanna Siegfried
and Helene Zucker Seeman explain the capitalized “H” distinguishes the area from London’s Soho. Alanna
Siegfried and Helene Zucker Seeman, SoHo: A Guide (New York: Neal-Schuman, 1978), p. vii–viii.

5

and affordable rents, artists had begun to convert abandoned factory spaces into studios and
SoHo quickly emerged as a central hub for the relatively new phenomenon of so-called
contemporary art.14 Dealers took risks, presenting artists who had never been shown in New
York and often did not have established collector interest. Many exhibitions dealt with primary
market sales—the dealer helped sell artwork from the artist studio to a collector. They presented
artists working in a variety of styles and materials. In 1984, art critic Corinne Robins reflected
that SoHo dealers never “achieved or aspired to a single aesthetic. From its inception, the area
was pluralist both in style and subject matter.”15 The 1970s in SoHo, she continued, marked a sea
change “by making art more widespread than ever and by aiding in the creation of the wide
variety of art.”16
SoHo boomed and so did the market for contemporary art, aided by the growth in
museums’ exhibition programming and the art press. The latter increasingly spilt ink on
contemporary artists and helped promote the new breed of artist as media celebrity. Life, the New
York Times, The New Yorker, and New York magazine published large arts sections with articles,
reviews, and photo stories that announced the developments of new trends in art—including the
rising number of artist loft dwellers and an increasing turn toward postminimalist processes and
materials—and profiled the artists who were starting them. Arts magazines proliferated to
publish articles, reviews, and exhibition calendars. Artforum (founded in 1962) was soon joined

14

Linda Goode Bryant, who founded the gallery Just Above Midtown (J.A.M.) on 57th Street in 1974, remembered
that when she arrived in New York City two years earlier “it was rough.” However, she pointed out, “wherever there
is challenge, there is also opportunity. They are two sides of the same coin.” She was only able to establish J.A.M. in
midtown because there were empty spaces that were willing to accept lower rent due to the financial situation. Linda
Goode Bryant, “Project EATS with Linda Goode Bryant: Studio visit with Koyo Kouoh and Simon Benjamin,” A
Sense of Place, virtual symposium hosted by Hunter College, CUNY, New York, Jan. 13, 2021.
15

Robins, Pluralist Era, p. 5.

16

Robins, Pluralist Era, p. 7.
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by downtown-focused artist journal Avalanche (1970–76) and Art-Rite magazine (1973–78).
These and others joined long-running publications ARTnews and Artsmagazine.
Museum curators visited gallery exhibitions regularly to see works for potential
acquisitions and inspiration for thematic exhibitions of contemporary artworks. In addition to the
Whitney Museum’s annual exhibition, which had been showing painting or sculpture created in
the recent year or two year since 1932, the Jewish and Guggenheim Museums put on group
shows of recent trends in American art. In 1969 Henry Geldzahler curated the first exhibition of
contemporary American art at the Metropolitan Museum, New York Painting and Sculpture:
1940–1970, and became the museum’s first ever Curator for 20th Century Art. In 1971 the
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) started their “Project Series” of exhibitions focused on
emerging and contemporary art. Marcia Tucker founded the New Museum in 1977, the first
museum devoted specifically to contemporary art in New York. The commercial and not-forprofit art venues were intertwined, not only did curators learn about artists from their dealers and
gallery exhibitions, but museums showed works that were available for purchase. The Whitney
annual exhibitions listed artists’ gallery representation and stated, “Most of the works in the
exhibition are for sale. For prices and information inquire at the Information Desk.”17
Despite the depressed economy (a nationwide recession from 1973–75, near the end of
which the city nearly declared bankruptcy), museums and collectors continued to acquire and
more and more art galleries opened in the city.18 In 1973, Robert and Ethel Scull sold much of

17

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s this text appears at the beginning of the annual catalogues.

18
See Frank Van Riper, “Ford to City: Drop Dead,” New York Daily News, Oct. 30, 1975. PhD dissertation Michael
Reagan, Capital City: New York in Fiscal Crisis, 1966–1978, University of Washington 2017,
https://digital.lib.washington.edu/researchworks/bitstream/handle/1773/40208/Reagan_
washington_0250E_17396.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. Irving Sandler, Art of the Postmodern Era: From the
Late 1960s to the Early 1990s (New York: IconEditions, 1996), p. 220. In the preface to his book, Sandler wrote that
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their collection of abstract expressionism and pop art (acquired mainly through Bellamy,
Castelli, Janis, and Parsons) at auction in a highly publicized event. This sale established a
secondary market for living American artists by demonstrating that works the Scull’s had
purchased just five to ten years before could be sold for sometimes ten times what the collector
originally paid. The sale drew attention to the investment opportunities in collecting art by young
artists.19 Before then, “If you talked about ‘the market’ people thought you meant Gristede’s
[sic],” recalled Findlay.20 Reflecting on the sale, art dealer Paula Cooper said, “There had never
been a single evening sale devoted exclusively to contemporary art before. Thereafter, it never
stopped.”21
At the same time, social and political critiques found traction in art, articles, and
exhibitions. Artists, critics, dealers, and curators protested the Vietnam war, often by making art
with anti-war messages or by selling art to raise money for action against the war. Artists drew
attention to the civil rights movement through photography, painting, and sculpture and
organized exhibitions to raise money for Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and other
advocacy groups. In response to an exhibition focused on Harlem at the Metropolitan Museum—
created without involving or consulting Black artists or scholars—artists including Reginald

overall, the growth and size of the art market in the seventies and eighties prompted him to take into account the
“workings of the market and of hype” like never before. Art of the Postmodern Era, Preface xxiv.
19

See Judith Goldman, Robert and Ethel Scull: Portrait of a Collection (New York: Acquavella Galleries, 2010).
For instance, Scull sold two Rauschenberg Combines for $85,000 and $90,000. He originally purchased these works
for $900 and $2,500 respectively. For Rauschenberg and other living artists, this raised concerns as the artists
themselves do not receive any of the resale profits from secondary market transactions. Joan Young with Susan
Davidson, “Chronology,” Robert Rauschenberg Foundation,
https://www.rauschenbergfoundation.org/artist/chronology (accessed May 20, 2022.)
20
Michael Findlay, “Jim,” in James Rosenquist: His American Life, exh. cat. (New York: Acquavella and Rizzoli,
2018), p. 11.
21

Clément Dirié and Lionel Bovier and Paula Cooper, “From Sol LeWitt to Tauba Auerbach: Gallerist Paula
Cooper on nurturing artistic talent for five decades,” excerpt from Art Basel | Year 45 (Geneva: JRP/Ringier, 2015),
https://www.artbasel.com/news/paula-cooper-interview-art-basel-sol-lewitt-tauba-auerbach (accessed Jan. 27, 2021).
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Gammon and Benny Andrews formed the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition (BECC).22 In
January 1969, the Art Workers Coalition emerged to pressure museums to give artists a larger
voice in the exhibitions and practices, remove economic barriers for visitors, and actively include
a more diverse audience. In addition, second-wave feminism gave rise to the women’s
movement. In New York, the dearth of female representation in museum and gallery exhibitions
was one of its primary concerns.
Spurred by the opportunities created by the depressed economy, inspired by aesthetic
gaps they perceived in the art gallery world, and bolstered by the emergent women’s movement a
significant number of female art dealers (alone or with partners) established new spaces across
the city in the 1970s. The largest concentration of new, female-run and otherwise, galleries was
SoHo, and one of the first to open there was Paula Cooper.23 As artist Richard Kostelanetz wrote,
“Cooper became the first of several women to open in SoHo a gallery under her own patently
female name, as women gallerists would be more visibly numerous in this downtown turf than in
uptown Manhattan or elsewhere in the Western world at that time.”24 Among the other dealers
new to SoHo were: Ileana Sonnabend (1971), Betty Cuningham (Cuningham Ward, founded
1972), Nancy Hoffman (1972), Jane Bar (Una Bear Gallery, 1973), Susan Caldwell (1974),
Holly Solomon (1975), Phyllis Kind (1975), Angela Westwater (Sperone Westwater Fischer,

22

The exhibition Harlem on My Mind: Cultural Capital of Black America, 1900–1968 was on view Jan. 18–April 6,
1969. For more see Bridget R. Cooks, Exhibiting Blackness: African Americans and the American Art Museum
(Cambridge: University of Massachusetts Press, 2011) and Susan Cahan, “Harlem on My Mind: at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art,” in Mounting Frustration: he Art Museum in the Age of Black Power (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2016), pp. 31–106.
23

While not the subject of this study, it is worth noting many female dealers also established galleries in other areas
of the city at this time. Important figures also began spaces in Midtown—then the established gallery nexus—such
as: Joan Washburn (1971), Linda Goode Bryant (Just Above Midtown [JAM], 1974), Patricia Hamilton (1977),
Marian Goodman (1977); and uptown, like dealer Peg Alston (1972).
24

Richard Kostelanetz, Artists’ SoHo: 49 Episodes of Intimate History (New York: Fordham University Press,
2014), p. 34.
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1975), Mary Boone (1977), Barbara Gladstone (1979), Annina Nosei (1979), Janelle Reiring and
Helene Winer (Metro Pictures, 1980), among others. Cooper readily acknowledged the precedent
of important female dealers, but remarked, “There were always a lot of women dealers […] But
there were a lot more male dealers and they were ‘more important.’”25 The proliferation of
female dealers did not necessarily mean increased opportunities for female artists. Both female
and male dealers typically showed predominantly male artists.26
Founded in 1968, the Paula Cooper Gallery was located on the third floor at 96/100
Prince Street, in what was then the cultural hinterlands south of Houston Street. Cooper’s gallery
occupied this address through the spring of 1973 until circumstances forced her to move three
blocks over to 155 Wooster Street (where the gallery stayed until 1996).27 Artists Alan Shields,
Lynda Benglis, Robert Grosvenor, and Joel Shapiro formed the beginnings of Cooper’s core
roster, which had emerged by the early 1970s. Over the subsequent five years, she added painter
Jennifer Bartlett, multimedia artist Jonathan Borofsky, painter Elizabeth Murray, sculptor
Richard Van Buren, sculptor Jackie Winsor, and painter Kes Zapkus. She also worked closely
with conceptual painter Robert Huot and sculptor Christopher Wilmarth. Although Cooper is
often closely associated with minimalism, an analysis of the shows she mounted and how she
installed them in her raw and unconventional industrial space demonstrate a keen understanding

25

M. H. Miller, “Clock Stopper: Paula Cooper Opened the First Art Gallery in SoHo and Hasn’t Slowed Down
Since,” Observer, Sept. 13, 2011, https://observer.com/2011/09/clock-stopper-paula-cooper-opened-the-first-artgallery-in-soho-and-hasnt-slowed-down-since/ (accessed Feb. 2, 2021), p. 2.
26
More recently, a 2017 survey by Artsy found: “Dealers who are women are 28% more likely to show artists who
are women.” Kim Hart and Anna Louie Sussman, “Do Women Dealers Represent More Women Artists?” Artsy,
Dec. 5, 2017, https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-women-dealers-represent-women-artists-crunchednumbers (accessed Jan. 28, 2021).
27

The owner of the Prince Street space sold the building, forcing Cooper to move.
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of and commitment to what came to be defined as postminimalism.28 And, though she is not
usually associated with feminism, an analysis of her early roster and case studies of her early
support of Bartlett, Benglis, Murray and Winsor elucidate her support for female artists.
More recently, critical exhibitions—such as Inventing Downtown: Artist-run Galleries in
New York City, 1952–1965 and The Downtown Show: The New York Art Scene, 1974–1984 (both
hosted by New York University’s Grey Art Gallery in 2017 and 2006 respectively)—and
publications have focused on cooperative galleries and artist-run spaces.29 Few scholars,
however, have studied the first commercial galleries to open south of Houston Street and the
dealers’ roles, alongside proactive artists, in developing a new kind of art and art market
inseparable from a new kind physical exhibition space. Instead, texts that focus on SoHo often
take the form of social histories, compendiums of interview transcripts, surveys, or guidebooks.30

28

Many interviews and articles mention minimalism and focus on Cooper’s connections to LeWitt and Andre, artists
she didn’t represent until the 1980s. The gallery’s own website states a “focus on, though not limited to, conceptual
and minimal art.” “Information,” Paula Cooper Gallery, https://www.paulacoopergallery.com/information (accessed
May 27, 2022). See also, Miller, “Clock Stopper,” p. 2; Ted Loos, “Art of the Dealer: Paula Cooper Shores Up Her
Legacy,” NYT, April 16, 2021; “Paula Cooper Gallery,” Time Out, https://www.timeout.com/newyork/art/paulacooper-gallery-2 (accessed May 27, 2022).
29

See Melissa Rachleff, Inventing Downtown: Artist-run Galleries in New York City, 1952–1965, exh. cat. (New
York: Grey Art Gallery, 2017); Julie Ault, Alternative Art, New York, 1965–1985: A Cultural Politics Book for the
Social Text Collective (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press; New York: Drawing Center, 2002); Jacki
Apple, Alternatives in Retrospect: An Historical Overview 1969–1975, exh. cat. (New Museum, 1981); Marvin J.
Taylor, The Downtown Book: The New York Art Scene, 1974–1984, exh. cat. (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2006). In addition to monographs and exhibitions of specific cooperative spaces for example, Robyn Brentano and
Mark Savitt, eds., 112 Workshop, 112 Greene Street: History, Artists and Artworks (New York: New Yok
University Press, 1981) and Jessamyn Fiore and Louise Sørensen, 112 Greene Street: The Early Years (1970–1974),
exh. cat. (New York: David Zwirner / Radius Books, 2012).
30

For general texts on the development of SoHo as a gallery hub, see: Charles R. Simpson, SoHo: The Artist in the
City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981); Kostelanetz, Artists’ SoHo; Ann Fensterstock, Art on the Block:
Tracking the New York Art World from SoHo to the Bowery, Bushwick and Beyond (New York: Macmillan, Sept.
17, 2013); Aaron Shkuda, The Lofts of SoHo: Gentrification, Art, and Industry in New York, 1950–1980 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2016); Michael Shnayerson, Boom: Mad Money, Mega Dealers, and the Rise of
Contemporary Art (New York: Public Affairs, 2019). For interviews with dealers including Cooper see: Laura De
Coppet and Alan Jones, The Art Dealers: The Powers Behind the Scene Tell How the Art World Really Works (New
York: C.N. Potter: Distributed by Crown, 1984); Judy Collischan, Women Shaping Art: Profiles of Power (New
York: Praeger, 1984). For Guidebooks, see: Siegfried and Seeman, SoHo: A Guide; Alexandra Anderson-Spivy and
B J. Archer, Soho: The Essential Guide to Art and Life in Lower Manhattan (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979).
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This thesis examines Cooper’s early history and the first decade of her gallery from
biographical, socio-economic, marketing, and feminist perspectives. Chapter one provides a
biography and investigation of Cooper’s early life and career. She arrived in New York (1958),
worked at World House Galleries (1959), opened the Paula Johnson Gallery on the Upper East
Side (1963–64), then directed Park Place Gallery in downtown Manhattan (1965–67). Paula
Johnson Gallery exemplified the model she wished to change, and Park Place Gallery provided
her the insight to change it. Park Place introduced Cooper to downtown New York and SoHo—
which was, at this time, a neighborhood in transition. It also exemplified a gallery model driven
by the needs and ideals of artists; the cooperative had an open, rotating exhibition schedule that
included both members of the gallery and emerging artists not affiliated with the space. When
Park Place closed in 1967, Cooper folded many of these values into her own gallery—which
opened just three streets south and two east in November of the following year.
Whereas relatively small paintings, sculptures, and prints formed the main focus of the
collections and the art market before the mid-1960s, minimalism and postminimalism demanded
an “expanded field” for production and exhibition, and a new set of criteria for connoisseurship
and even ownership.31 Cooper was a pioneer in giving her roster of mostly postminimalist artists
their first New York solo shows in a gallery that arose in response to a dramatic change in the
nature of the art object. Her artists made impermanent artworks in the gallery and experimented
with unconventional materials, themes, and supports. Chapter two examines how her gallery
started. The inaugural exhibition at the Paula Cooper Gallery—Benefit for the Student
Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam (October 22–31, 1968), curated by Huot,

31

See Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” October 8 (1979): pp. 31–44.
https://doi.org/10.2307/778224.
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critic Lucy Lippard, and director of the Student Mobilization Committee Ron Wolin—drew
attention to her new space in the new neighborhood. In 2018 the Paula Cooper Gallery presented
50 Years: An Anniversary (October 10–November 3), recreating the exhibition and further
cementing the association of Cooper with Minimalist artists Donald Judd, Carl Andre, and Sol
LeWitt. Though Cooper worked with these artists closely and included their works in many
exhibitions, she did not formally represent Andre until 1978, and Judd and LeWitt until the
1980s. Focusing on the intervening years of the 1970s, I analyze the founding principles of
Cooper’s gallery and the particulars of her first roster, comprising artists who investigated
process and materials based art soon to be encapsulated within the term postminimalism, many
of whom had never had a solo exhibition in New York before their shows at her gallery.
Paula Cooper’s commercial practice and the artists she supported—both occasional
exhibitors and those within her stable—need also to be understood within the history of a
tumultuous period of American politics. Her first shows engaged with anti-Vietnam war
statements and the first decade of her gallery coincided with the rapid rise of second wave
feminism. Many women had begun to meet in consciousness raising sessions, form female
advocacy groups, and protest the low inclusion of female artists in museum and gallery
exhibitions. Chapter three explores how, although Cooper herself was not an active member of
feminist groups, her unconditional support of the four female artists in her roster: Bartlett,
Benglis, Murray, and Winsor was, in itself, a political act. This chapter introduces the women’s
movement in the arts and elucidates the history of exclusion of women artists in both institutions
and galleries in the post-war period, establishing that Cooper’s inclusion of women (statistically)
was noteworthy. In comparison to other galleries in SoHo, Cooper represented and presented
solo exhibitions of nearly double the proportion of women as the norm (33 percent of Cooper’s
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solo exhibitions in the first decade of her gallery [1968–78] were devoted to female artists
compared to an average of 10–15 percent or fewer solo exhibitions of women artists at twentyseven different New York galleries in the years 1970–75).32
The relatively large percentage of women represented by Cooper, the specific ones she
chose and who chose her, and how she marketed their art are subjects that have not been
addressed heretofore in the literature. Between 1969–1979 Cooper carefully built the careers of
Bartlett, Benglis, Murray, and Winsor—whose paintings and sculptures, consequently, garnered
attention in the press and from private collectors and museum curators. Whether through solo
shows or placement in group exhibitions, Cooper ensured the visibility, reputation, and
desirability of their art. She also supported—and thus allowed—them to take risks, and when
need be, backed their political agendas. Chapters four through six, case studies of the four artists,
demonstrate the degree to which Cooper worked hard behind the scenes to establish their success
in the contemporary art press, sell their works, and place them in important collections—a
history often invisible today save for photograph credits, lender lists, and exhibition lists. This
thesis demonstrates that, in doing so, the Paula Cooper Gallery was instrumental in establishing
what came to be known as “anti-form” or postminimalism and with it, ironically, a supplanting
of what some art histories see as the macho, “heroic,” high-brow, heteronormative qualities of
the American modernist art movements that came before.

32

Cooper statistics from the author; general statistics from Ferris Olin and Catherine Brawer, “Career Markers,” in
Making Their Mark: Women Artists Move into the Mainstream, 1970–85, exh. cat. (New York: Abbeville Press,
1989), pp. 205–07.
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CHAPTER 1: Paula Cooper, the Early Years

Paula Cooper, née Johnson, was born in 1938 in Massachusetts, the only child of Mary
and Paul Johnson. Her family traveled often, as her father was employed by the Navy.1 In her
late teens, her father’s government postings brough her to Europe (including Athens, Paris, and
Munich).2 She soon realized she wanted to work with living artists. In Paris, she saw paintings
by Franz Kline, Jackson Pollock, and Willem de Kooning—likely in the mammoth exhibition 50
Ans d’Art Aux Etats-Unis: Collections du Museum of Modern Art New York (50 Years of Art in
the United States: Collections of the Museum of Modern Art New York) held April–May, 1955 at
the Musée National d’Art Moderne.3 Cooper remembers that her parents supported her desire to
have a career in the arts, particularly as her mother was a painter and her father was interested in

1

Michele Amateau reports that Cooper had attended twenty-three different schools—mostly on the East Coast, but
as far south as South Carolina—by the time she was fifteen years old. Paula Cooper, interviewed by Michele
Amateau, “Interview: Paula Cooper,” Ocular (June 1977), p. 28. In a later interview, Matthew Higgs mentioned she
had attended eight schools by the time she was a teenager. Cooper, interviewed by Higgs, “Paula Cooper,” Interview
Magazine, Aug. 2, 2012, https://www.interviewmagazine.com/art/paula-cooper (accessed Feb. 2, 2021). Gareth
Harris pointed out that living in Charleston, South Carolina, which was still severely segregated at the time, made a
lasting impression. Harris, “Dealer Paula Cooper on 50 Years in the New York Art World,” Financial Times, Nov.
30, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/605b881a-ef2c-11e8-89c8-d36339d835c0 (accessed Feb. 2, 2021).
For more on Cooper’s father, see: “Obituaries: Paul Johnson, Information Officer,” The Washington Post, Jan. 13,
2000, https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/local/2000/01/13/obituaries/bbc5e961-30dc-45db-ab6f8fee13e023d6/ (accessed March 24, 2021).
2
Harris wrote that they lived in Paris, Athens, and Munich. Harris, “Dealer Paula Cooper on 50 Years.” Another
mentioned Italy. Shkuda, The Lofts of SoHo, p. 107. In a 1977 interview, Cooper mentioned spending time in
Morocco. Amateau, “Interview: Paula Cooper,” p. 28.
3

She said, “I spent all of my time in Paris looking at art, old and new, and decided then that what I wanted to do was
to devote my life to working with living artists.” De Coppet and Jones, The Art Dealers, p. 187. The text in this book
derives from interviews with Cooper conducted for the book between 1980–82.
Cooper described a “fantastic show” organized by the United States Information Service. Amateau, “Interview:
Paula Cooper,” p. 28. A press release from MoMA stated that over 500 works from the collection were exhibited.
“The Museum of Modern Art and France,” Museum of Modern Art, Nov. 18, 1959, available digitally:
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/press_archives/2579/releases/MOMA_ 1959_0145_104T.pdf
(accessed March 24, 2021). For a complete list of artists included see 50 Ans d’Art Aux Etats-Unis: Collections du
Museum of Modern Art New York, exh. cat. (Pairs: Musée National d’Art Moderne, 1955).
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architecture.4 In a 1977 interview Cooper said, “I’ve always believed, and I think it’s because I
was an only child and that I was brought up to believe I could do anything I wanted to. I could
become a lawyer[, a doctor]... there were no boundaries. And I was thinking about it and I
thought, my God, if I had had a brother I bet I wouldn’t have been brought up that way. But I
didn’t, so...”5
When Cooper returned to the United States, she attended Goucher College in Baltimore
for one year, then moved to New York in 1958.6 Cooper worked at Chanel Perfumes, mainly as a
phone switchboard operator, and at the Japan Trade Center in New York, which exhibited
Japanese craft objects such as ceramics, dolls, wood and lacquer products, and bamboo objects.7
She resisted secretarial work: “I must have had some strong feminist ideas even then, because I
always refused to learn how to type, never wanting to be able to fall back on being a secretary.
Ironically, I would have preferred to wash dishes rather than resort to office work.”8 Cooper soon

4
Cooper said, “The catalyst for my life’s engagement was—yes—my mother, who had a passionate desire to be a
great painter, and as a child, I grew up with and supported that dream. Art has always been an integral part of my
life and being supportive is my connection to it.” “26 Art-World Women Celebrate the Women Who Inspire Them,
From Feminist Art Critic Linda Nochlin to Arte Povera Legend Marisa Merz,” Artnet News, March 8, 2021,
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/international-womens-day-2021-1949310 (accessed March 24, 2021). Heidi
Zuckerman and Paula Cooper, “82. Paula Cooper,” Conversations About Art, podcast audio, Feb. 21,
2022, https://anchor.fm/heidi-zuckerman/episodes/82--Paula-Cooper-e1enq8e (accessed May 18, 2022).
5

Amateau, “Interview: Paula Cooper,” p. 36. Parenthetical addition by Paula Cooper, July/August 2022.

6
Amateau, “Interview: Paula Cooper,” p. 28. Another source wrote that she graduated from the University of
Maryland, College Park. Miller, “Clock Stopper,” p. 1.
7

About working at the Japan Trade Center Cooper recalled: “rather hilarious and very interesting. The Japanese are
so hip. It was the first year of Kabuki in New York and through a friend I met and spent the whole of their visit with
the star Kanzaburō Nakamura and his wife… They became dear friends.” Dirié, Bovier, and Cooper, “From Sol
LeWitt to Tauba Auerbach.” The Japan Trade Center later organized the Pavilion of Japan at the 1964–65 New York
World’s Fair. “The Pavilion of Japan,” brochure, April 15, 1963, accessed digitally:
http://www.worldsfairphotos.com/nywf64/booklets/japan-groundbreaking-4-15-63.pdf.
8
De Coppet and Jones, The Art Dealers, p. 187. Later in life she expressed the same sentiment: “I purposely refused
to learn how to type; I’d be damned if I would be anyone’s secretary. Never!” Dirié, Bovier, and Cooper, “From Sol
LeWitt to Tauba Auerbach.” In conversation with the author, Cooper stressed that she would rather wash the floor,
“I always thought I’d be nobody’s secretary.” In 2021, Cooper had not learned to type and only started using email
recently. Cooper, interview with the author, March 16, 2021. Zuckerman and Cooper, “82. Paula Cooper.”
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found employment in a pre-Columbian and African art gallery, where she worked for several
months.9
In late 1959, Cooper began, in her words, “a real apprenticeship” at World House
Galleries (located in the Carlyle Hotel at 987 Madison Avenue, between 76th and 77th Street).10
The gallery showed mainly European artists: Alberto Giacometti, Max Ernst, and Jean Dubuffet,
among others. During her two-and-a-half years there, she advanced from compiling information
and sorting records at the gallery’s warehouse to installing exhibitions.11 She learned art
cataloguing systems and the practical needs and traditions of gallery exhibitions.12 The first show
she installed and organized herself comprised works by Italian artist Giorgio Morandi (December
6, 1960–January 14, 1961).13 By then, she was engaging with clients and thus sales; she recalled,
“I was very young and I don’t think I had much credibility with people. But slowly, slowly I
did.”14
Though World House Galleries showed mostly modern and established European artists,
Cooper formed important connections with emerging curators and artists. She befriended Lee
Gatch, an American artist affiliated who had a show at the gallery, and Elsie Driggs.15 She
recalled that the gallery also once mounted a painting by artist Ron Gorchov, who became a

9

No name of the gallery is given. Amateau, “Interview,” p. 28. Miller, “Clock Stopper,” p. 1.

10

De Coppet and Jones, The Art Dealers, p. 187.

11

Cooper recalled, “I would spend days in this dark warehouse, sorting things, looking at things and then I had to
contact different auction houses.” Amateau, “Interview,” p. 38.
12

Cooper shared that she still uses the same cataloguing system that she learned at World House Galleries. Cooper,
interview with the author, March 16, 2021.
13

Cooper, interview with the author, March 16, 2021. See Giorgio Morandi: Oils, Watercolors, Drawings, Etchings,
exh. cat. (New York: World House Galleries, 1960).
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Amateau, “Interview: Paula Cooper,” p. 28.
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De Coppet and Jones, The Art Dealers, p. 187.
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friend.16 Charles Ginnever, who later showed at Park Place Gallery and then at the Paula Cooper
Gallery, crossed her path when he was trucking art.17 Henry Geldzahler, who started working at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1960, made her aware of artists’ performances, happenings,
and other noteworthy exhibitions.18 During this time, Cooper took classes at the Art Students
League to get a sense of the techniques and vision involved in drawing and painting (though she
never desired or purported to be an artist). She then enrolled as a non-matriculating student in art
history courses at New York University’s Institute of Fine Arts. She took several courses,
including one focused on central Italian painting in the fifteenth century taught by Colin Eisler
and another on Early American Art taught by Robert Goldwater, the husband of artist Louise
Bourgeois.19
Cooper became friends with art historian Stephen “Steve” Pepper who ran the Friendly
Art Store, a small gallery at West 100th Street and Broadway from 1962–63.20 Though he was in
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Cooper recalled that World House Galleries displayed a large Gorchov painting at the entrance of the gallery. It
was uncommon that they would show work by a young American, but he had also been in a show in Europe which
created a connection. Cooper, interview with the author, March 16, 2021. The painting may have been Sorcerer’s
Gear from 1959 (lent by World House Galleries to The Whitney Museum’s exhibition Young America 1960: Thirty
American Painters Under Thirty-Six, held September 13–October 30, 1960). Illustrated in Young America 1960,
exh. cat. (New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 1960), n.p., pl. 28. Gorchov and Lenkowsky were married
from the from the late-1960s to 1975. Cooper included Lenkowsky in a three-person exhibition: Marilyn Lenkowsky,
Elizabeth Murray, John Torreano: Paintings (April 6–May 1, 1974) and included Gorchov in the group exhibition
Drawings and Other Work (Dec. 7, 1974–Jan. 8, 1975).
17
Mark di Suvero mentioned that artists like Peter Forakis and Ginnever were not part of the core group at Park
Place, but would often show with those who were. Mark di Suvero, oral history interview, May 16–31, 2017,
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-historyinterview-mark-di-suvero-17490. Henderson noted: “Although Ginnever never became of member of the Park Place
group, his presence in New York as of 1959 contributed importantly to their activities. Not only was he a moving
force for the ‘Ergo Suits’ performance events in which many members participated, but behind the scenes his truck
made possible an art moving business that supported many in the group and introduced them to prominent artists.”
Linda Dalrymple Henderson, Reimagining Space: The Park Place Gallery Group in 1960s (Austin: Blanton
Museum of Art, 2008), p. 2.
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Cooper, interview with the author, March 16, 2021.
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Cooper, interview with the author, March 16, 2021.
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Lee Sorensen, “Pepper, D. Stephen,” Dictionary of Art Historians, https://arthistorians.info/Pepperd, accessed
Sept. 1, 2021.
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a graduate program at Columbia University focusing on the Italian Baroque period (specifically
painter Guido Reni), Pepper’s gallery featured contemporary artists (such as Red Grooms and
perhaps Mimi Gross) and hosted performances and events including poetry readings.21 As a
result of these events, Cooper described Pepper’s space as “much more of an open situation than
the rigid commercial-gallery setting.”22 She said, “He was an important influence on me. He
made me aware that a gallery could be free, something else, a space for all kinds of artistic
endeavors.”23 In addition to introducing Cooper to artists, some of whom, like Bob Thompson,
she later showed in her own space, Pepper provided a model: a gallery meant to house all kinds
of contemporary art, including performance, that focused on community in addition to
commercial pursuits.
In December of 1961 Cooper married Norton Mailman and shortly thereafter left her
position at World House Galleries.24 She briefly worked for a young private dealer at his gallery
uptown, but soon decided to strike out on her own: “I thought to myself, ‘I have a better eye and
know much more about art than this fellow,’ so I opened my first gallery.”25 The Paula Johnson
Gallery (for which she used her maiden name), was located in their Upper East Side townhouse
at 109 East 69th Street, across from Hunter College (figure 2). She converted the lower floor
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The group of poets that would go on to form the magazine Eventorium Muse (1964–1967) gave their first reading
at Pepper’s space sometime around 1962. See Stephanie Anderson, “‘Crowded Air’: Previous Modernisms in some
1964 New York Little Magazines,” Nonsite.org, no. 15 (Spring 2015): p. 45. Pepper mounted an exhibition of Bob
Thompson in 1962. See J. J., “Bob Thompson,” ARTnews 61, no. 5 (Sept. 1962).
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kitchen and servants’ dining room into the showroom and office.26 In retrospect, Cooper
described her first venture as “really half-assed, I was running it out of the house [where] I
lived.”27 Yet, she also noted that it “was not quite a total fiasco.”28 Despite the modest scale of
the gallery, Cooper mounted several exhibitions and continued building connections with the
many critics, curators, collectors, and artists who frequented the Upper East Side.
The location of Paula Johnson Gallery was not unusual, given that many other dealers
occupied brownstones on the Upper East Side. Martha Jackson’s gallery was on East 69th Street,
Marilyn Fischbach on 68th, Hirschl & Adler on 67th, Tibor de Nagy on 72nd Street, Eleanor
Ward’s Stable Gallery on 74th, Jill Kornblee on 79th, Leo Castelli on 77th, and Richard Feigen on
81st, to name a few. The Upper East Side outpost of Kulicke Frames, Inc (43 East 78th Street)
informally displayed paintings and became a hangout for young curators.29 Cooper took note of
the exhibitions that were mounted by Elayne Varian, director and curator of the Contemporary
Study Wing of the Finch College Museum of Art (established by the president of the college in
1964), which was located at 62 East 78th Street. She would likely have seen at least the first
iteration of Varian’s Art in Process series, a group of exhibitions that explored the making of
artworks, a theme that preoccupied many of the postminimalist artists that Cooper later
supported.30 She also visited other galleries in the city:
I’ll never forget going with Walter [De Maria] to see the second exhibition of Carl
Andre at Tibor de Nagy Gallery [March–April 1966; the show included drawings
26
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and brick installations titled Equivalents], of going to performances of [Robert]
Bob Whitman, happenings of [Claes] Oldenburg and [Allan] Kaprow, the first
New York performance of Nam June Paik and [Karlheinz] Stockhausen, visiting
Allen Ginsburg and seeing so much diverse good work by artists from Judd to
[Ellsworth] Kelly to Johns, Rauschenberg, Rosenquist, [Frank] Stella, [Barnett]
Newman, [Willem] de Kooning, and Warhol. It was a pretty rich visual diet.31
At the Paula Johnson Gallery, Cooper showed several artists who painted in a figurative
idiom. The earliest recorded exhibition was that of Bob Thompson, (b. 1937, Louisville,
Kentucky–d. 1966, Rome), an African American artist. She circulated a printed announcement
card, Bob Thompson: Gouaches (November 3–21, 1964), advertised the show in the Village
Voice and Arts Calendar, and sold eleven of his gouaches. Joseph Hirshhorn, an investor,
entrepreneur, and art collector whose collection later formed the Hirshhorn Museum and
Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., purchased two of Thompson’s pieces from Cooper in
March of 1964.32 A review of Thompson’s 1964 exhibition contained the following description:
“Pastoral and classical themes in semiabstract figure paintings whose dominant, confused
influences appear to be German expressionism, Indian miniatures and back to nature
Gauguinism.”33 About the artist, Cooper said, “He, his wife Carol, and I became friends and
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frequently would hang out at the Five Spot [a jazz club downtown].”34 She also recalled bringing
her mother to Thompson’s home for dinner.35
Building on her success with Thompson, she mounted exhibitions of abstract and portrait
painter Robert LaVigne (Robert LaVigne: Paintings and Drawings, Nov. 24–Dec. 12, likely
1964), figurative painter Sheila Wrono (Sheila Wrono: Paintings, Feb. 9–27, 1965), and
figurative and abstract landscape painter Vernon Lobb (Vernon Lobb: Paintings, March 2–27,
1965).36 Through these exhibitions she continued to build a network of friends who were artists,
collectors, and critics. Her association with Lynda Benglis, an artist Cooper would show at her
future SoHo gallery, also dates from this time, as Benglis visited the gallery often when
attending classes at nearby Hunter College.
Notably, the first New York solo exhibition of Walter De Maria took place at the Paula
Johnson Gallery (January 18–February 6, 1965). Diverging from her interest in painting, this
exhibition instead consisted of a roomful of wooden columns and archways (supplied and cut to
the height of the gallery by painter Richard Artschwager), which De Maria covered with silver
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foil (figure 3).37 Pepper had introduced De Maria to Cooper and he soon visited the gallery: “I
found her so unique and her gallery so unique […] it had the qualities that I was later to choose
in all my shows, to choose the person very carefully with whom I work, their whole
architectural, spatial, the vibrations that their gallery gave off, to choose the timing of their
moment and their place and see if that coincided with my moment, my place.”38
Cooper recalled that some twenty people attended the opening, including artist Robert
Whitman, choreographer Simone Forti, composer La Monte Young, artist Marian Zazeela. “At
one point the room became silent, people sat down around the perimeter of the room and
remained silent for about 5 minutes,” she said. “It was the kind of mystical ‘event’ that Walter
would inspire.”39 The critic Lucy Lippard, who would soon become a champion of the
postminimalist and feminist art movements, also dropped by. Cooper recalled that she had met
her previously in passing, but this visit solidified their relationship: the dealer watched Lippard’s
young baby while the critic looked at the show.40
During the De Maria exhibition Cooper experienced her “first exposure to the press,” a
negative, belittling experience that reported on the visit to the gallery of the prominent collector
Robert Scull.41 Written by journalist Tom Wolfe, for the New York World Journal Tribune, the
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piece was a profile on Robert Scull and his wife Edith. “The girl at the gallery,” wrote Wolfe in
cutting prose, had “a short skirt on, great pre-Raphaelite hair, the perfect Culture bud, and it is
not that he wants to make a pass or anything, it is just part of this beautiful atmosphere of Culture
in New York.” He went on to describe a conversation in which Cooper comes across as quite
hesitant, timid, and unprepared—even “dumb.” When asked the how much the De Maria work
costs, “She gives him a look—what the hell, this girl never even thought about the price
before.”42 For Cooper, this article colored her first gallery as a failure; moreover, to her
displeasure, it suggested that Scull had “discovered” De Maria.43 Realizing that a room in her
own home did not give her the space, visibility, power, or independence that she needed, Cooper
closed the gallery. Later, she reflected that, while she enjoyed showing artists of different ages
and backgrounds, the program “didn’t have an intelligence that was coherent. I was just
beginning to connect with living artists.”44 At the time, she was also in the process of divorcing
Mailman. About the marriage, she reflected, “My first husband didn’t allow me to work, so I
stopped being married.”45
Cooper’s experience with Paula Johnson Gallery solidified her desire to distance herself
from the rigidity she observed in many uptown art galleries. She expressed on numerous
occasions that they functioned as “shops” and that the atmosphere felt “dead and sterile.”46
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Cooper has said, “The benefit I derived from that first failed gallery was learning what I didn’t
want to do: I did not want to have just another uptown gallery with the limitations and
constraints that expressed a kind of shopkeeper attitude toward art. I wanted a vital
situation.”47 Cooper turned her attention to the burgeoning artist community downtown and
sought out spaces that mirrored the attitude of Pepper’s at this point defunct gallery, an open
space for both exhibitions and performance that embraced contemporary artists of all styles and
maturity.
In 1965, Cooper began working downtown at the Park Place cooperative gallery. The
phenomenon of the co-op gallery—an organization predominantly formed and sustained by a
group of artists rather than a single dealer—and its location downtown provided the opportunity
for Cooper to pursue her desire for a “vital” situation, filled with working and as-of-yet mostly
unknown artists. It also taught her the importance of collaborating with the artist community.
Professor of art history Linda Dalrymple Henderson described the venture as “communal in
spirit and cooperative in its operation, with the goal of functioning outside market forces.”48
Cooper was drawn to the cooperative for this very reason: the focus was on the art and not on
business.
The group of prominently West Coast artists that began Park Place Gallery—Mark di
Suvero, Forrest Myers, Tamara Melcher, Leo Valledor, Dean Fleming, Peter Forakis, along with
British artist Anthony Magar, and Americans Edwin (Ed) Ruda and Robert Grosvenor—came
together in 1962. They conceived 79 Park Place as an informal gathering venue for artists.49 In
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November 1965, they moved to a storefront ground floor space in a loft building just north of
Houston Street in Greenwich Village at 542 West Broadway (now La Guardia Place), and the
burgeoning neighborhood that was populated—almost exclusively—by artists and their studios
(figures 4a, 4b, 4c).50 They adopted a cooperative gallery format and named the organization
“Park Place: The Gallery of Art Research, Inc.” Painter David Novros joined, which balanced
the group with five painters and five sculptors. The same year, then-director John Gibson called
Cooper and asked her to join the gallery.51 Gibson had earlier opened his own gallery in Chicago
(which went nearly bankrupt and closed) and then worked for the Martha Jackson and
Marlborough galleries in New York. He left Park Place in mid-1960s to pursue his own interests
as a dealer in monumental sculpture, earthworks, and land art.52 In spring of 1966, the group
voted to promote Cooper from her role as Vice President into the President/Director position.53
Much like the abstract expressionist painters had before them, the artists creating largescale minimalist and process-based works in the 1960s required the large, open floorplan, and
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high-ceilinged loft spaces that were available in downtown New York.54 The structures in SoHo
were built during the industrial revolution of the 1870s to house showrooms and manufacturing,
including iron foundries, glass and piano makers, and tobacco processers, then textiles and
clothing production and printing in the later decades. By the 1920s, subways were built and
workers moved to the outer boroughs, so manufacturing in this neighborhood steeply declined.55
As these companies either went out of business or sought larger spaces with newer technology,
the area south of Houston Street, north of Canal Street, and clustered between West Broadway
and Lafayette Street—was relatively empty. Artists moved into the vacated lofts.
Artists often lived in these spaces illegally, sometimes squatting, renting studios not
meant to be slept in, or buying into cooperative buildings. The neighborhood residents included
Romare Bearden, Vivian Browne, Chuck Close, Norman Lewis, Donald Judd, Alex Katz, along
with choreographers such as Yvonne Rainer and Trisha Brown.56 The spaces that were roughly
hewn out of the former factories posed significant safety hazards to their occupants and typically
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lacked amenities like heat and hot water.57 The area was nicknamed “Hells Hundred Acres”
because buildings often caught fire, and artists put “artists in residence” (A.I.R.) signs on
buildings where they stayed so firemen knew to look for people in the structure.58 There were no
restaurants and the only bar, Fanelli’s, a “beer and shot” bar, per artist Richard Kostelanetz’s
recollections, was located at the corner of Mercer and Prince Streets.59 In spite of the conditions,
the number of artists living there proliferated. “Several thousand artists live and work in lower
Manhattan; probably the densest concentration of talent that had ever existed anywhere,”
reporter Jay Jacobs observed in 1969.60
Park Place was the first gallery to open near the boundary line of SoHo. Though by no
means the first organization of its kind—one can find a precedent in artist-run exhibitions in
1870s Paris and, more directly, in the cooperative galleries around 10th Street in the 1950s—
according to author and art historian Claudine Humblet, Park Place was “the first large-scale
cooperative gallery in New York.”61 In this downtown area, it was also the first official arts
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organization.62 The same qualities that attracted artists—namely cheap rents and large spaces—
made for ideal exhibition spaces, particularly for the large-scale, abstract, geometric, and
conceptual art installations that the younger artists were creating. David Bourdon’s 1966 article
in ARTnews focused on the gallery and featured photographs taken by Fred W. McDarrah of the
member artists alongside their artworks. These images provided a clear visual of paintings and
sculptures that pushed the limits of the already high ceilings and long walls at Park Place (figures
5a, 5b).63 Aptly, cooperative member Ruda wrote, “The typical uptown gallery was confined for
the most part to a living room volume that would hardly suit our purpose.”64
Not unified by any single aesthetic or art movement, with only one female artist in their
midst, the Park Place members were often perceived as a “macho” minimalist group.65 Art
historian James Meyer described “Minimalism” as encompassing artworks that both showed a
simplicity of form and resulted from industrial methods of production, thus demonstrating “a
‘minimum’ of artistic labor.”66 In 1966, several of the group were included in two of the main
exhibitions that would come to define minimalist sculpture and painting: Forakis, Grosvenor, and
Myers were included in Primary Structures at the Jewish Museum, New York (April 27–June
12) and Novros, Ruda, and Fleming were included in Systemic Painting at the Solomon R.
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Guggenheim Museum, New York (September 24–November 27). Though most of the Park Place
artists did create large scale geometric artworks, those who studied and were engaged with the
members’ practices found the ideology and aesthetic experience was not in fact minimalist.
Despite inclusion in these exhibitions, Bourdon wrote that the Park Place artists were in contrast
to the “the widespread reductive tendency […] exemplified by Robert Morris, Donald Judd, and
Carl Andre.”67 Rather than hide the subject with geometric forms, Meyer argues the Park Place
artists “used allusive shapes that pointed beyond the material object.”68 Cooper recalled instead
that they shared a similar artistic interest in science as it pertained both to practical concerns like
fabrication and to more abstract concepts such as space travel. She added, “I think they were
idealistic in their belief that artists could have some effect on the world.”69
In addition to initiating the downtown location, Park Place also developed a more flexible
and inclusive commercial model. Cooper recalled that the artists worked well together, and
“every decision was made by the group.”70 While the exhibitions showcased members, they also
included artists who were in no way affiliated with the cooperative, including those just starting
out. Cooper said, “It was a very generous way of working with art. […] Leo Valledor, for
instance, invited Robert Smithson and Sol LeWitt to show with him, and at that time, these
artists weren’t so well-known.”71 Due to this attitude, Cooper described it as the most “open

67

Bourdon, “E = MC2 à Go-Go,” p. 5–6.

68

Meyer, Minimalism, p. 21.

69
Paula Cooper and Michael Oren, Interview Transcript, March 12, 1988, box 4, Park Place Gallery, Printed
Materials. Park Place, The Gallery of Art Research, Inc. records and Paula Cooper Gallery records, 1961–2006.
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution Washington, D.C., p. 4.
70

Cooper and Oren, “Interview Transcript,” p. 3.

71

Higgs, “Paula Cooper.”

30

situation [...] They probably showed work by more different artists than any other place.”72 In
addition to inviting artists outside of the cooperative’s membership to show artworks, the gallery
hosted Experiments in Art and Technology (E.A.T.) group meetings and events such as jazz
sessions and Judson Dance Theater performances, among others.73 Cooper would soon
implement this fluid system—group shows by more and less established artists along with varied
and frequent cultural events—in her own gallery.74
To supplement government funding and support the operating expenses of the gallery,
Gibson, Meyers, di Suvero, and Fleming recruited eight patrons who contributed several
thousand dollars each year in exchange for an artwork from each of the member artists. Patrons
included dealer Virginia Dwan, collector and philanthropist Vera List, and entrepreneur and
fancier J. Patrick Lannan, among others. Ultimately, the financial arrangement for the
cooperative was not sustainable. The artists voted to dissolve the organization as funding from
the collectors did not entirely cover the expenses of the gallery and giving away eight works
every year was increasingly difficult. In a 1988 interview Cooper said, “It was really a burden,
where they [the artists] felt that they were just giving too much away to support Park Place.”75 It
was a testament to Cooper’s determination that the cooperative remained open as long as it did.
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As di Suvero recalled, “She was able to keep this crazy group of artists together, which wasn’t
easy.”76 The cooperative closed on July 31, 1967.
Park Place offered an important precedent for dealers who had begun looking to show
work downtown—especially for Cooper herself. The experience of running the Paula Johnson
Gallery made clear the spatial and logistical limitations of uptown, while Park Place presented
her with clear alternatives, if not the perfect business model: “The spirit of the artists, the
openness, the tremendous activity, the focus on the art and not the outside world, all served to
corroborate my idea of what a gallery could be.” As she described it, Park Place and the new
artists she met there marked the completion of her gallery apprenticeship.77 With these early
formative experiences, Cooper was prepared and ready for her own business in an entirely new
kind of physical, commercial, and creative space, one that would break the established mold of
the commercial, private gallery.
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CHAPTER 2: SoHo and the Paula Cooper Gallery

In October of 1968 Paula Cooper opened her gallery on the third floor of 96/100 Prince
Street, between Greene and Mercer Streets. Shortly after her divorce from Norton Mailman in
1965, while working at Park Place, Cooper married Neil Cooper, a music industry agent who
later founded ROIR records.1 She called the gallery the Paula Cooper Gallery. Now an
independent dealer and her own boss, she was intent on proximity to artists and their studios. In
1972 she stated, “I’m here because I like artists better than anybody else in the world and this is
where the artists are.”2 Cooper’s gallery occupied two large rooms in a factory loft building. The
space was large: five thousand square-feet with the main gallery measuring forty by one hundred
feet.3 Writer M. H. Miller reflected, “When Ms. Cooper opened on Prince Street, not only were
there no other dealers in the neighborhood, there weren’t even street lamps. Her space was on the
third floor of a factory with a freight elevator that only ran until 3 pm and didn’t run at all on
Saturdays.”4 Cooper herself described the Prince Street gallery as “beautiful, funky, and raw” in
a “reclaimed area of the city.”5 Betty Cuningham (who opened Cuningham Ward Gallery one
building down from Cooper, above Fanelli’s bar on Prince Street, in 1972) recalled the steep
stairs leading up to the gallery: “if there was anything to discourage you, it was those stairs.”6
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Contrary to popular belief, Cooper was not the very first to arrive in the neighborhood
south of Houston. The Richard Feigen Gallery (then located at 24 East 81st Street) purchased 139
and 141 Greene Street in 1965 as a warehouse space to store—and occasionally show—large
artworks.7 Michael Findlay selected the artists and ran the Feigen Downtown exhibitions out of
the 141 Green Street location.8 Though some critics classified this outpost as more of a
warehouse than an exhibition space, Findlay’s group show of John Baldessari, Carol Brown,
David Milne, and Ralph Pomeroy was the first gallery exhibition in SoHo.9 It opened on October
12, 1968—ten days before Cooper’s first exhibition.10 Cooper, however, was the first dealer to
build a fully operational, commercial gallery in SoHo that was unaffiliated with any other preexisting gallery business.
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Tomorrow,” NYT, April 19, 1968, p. 49.
Research into early SoHo exhibitions was compiled for Michael Findlay in 2019.

34

The timing of these two shows marked more than the exhibitions inaugurations: it
signaled the beginning of an urban and cultural transformation. Following their lead, others
began to establish SoHo outposts and galleries. In October 1969, Ivan Karp opened OK Harris at
465 West Broadway. Artist Richard Kostelanetz wrote, “Although working independently, Karp
and Cooper together demonstrated that new art could not only be exhibited but, more crucially,
sold in this newly credible neighborhood.”11 Several other namesake spaces opened, including:
Max Hutchinson (127 Greene Street, opened in 1969/70), David Whitney (not in SoHo, but
downtown at East 19th Street, opened in late 1969), and Reese Palley (93 Prince Street, opened in
1970) (see figure 6).12 Just above SoHo, the Cinque Gallery (425 Lafayette Street, the Public
Theater), founded by artists and former Spiral group colleagues Romare Bearden and Norman
Lewis with Ernest Crichlow, held its first exhibition of painter Malcolm Bailey (opened
December 22, 1969).13 In September 1971, the uptown dealers Leo Castelli, André Emmerich,
Ileana Sonnabend, and John Weber (of the Dwan Gallery) moved into 420 West Broadway, thus
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solidifying the area’s nexus of commercial galleries (see figure 7).14 When asked how she felt
about the influx of galleries in the neighborhood, Cooper said, “Well, it’s sort of amazing—
what’s happening. It’s obvious, I think, that things had to move or shift—but so quickly!”15
Cooper was critical of uptown galleries’ focus on sales and money, but she was not so
naïve to assume SoHo galleries would be different. In 1969 she said, “I hope all this doesn’t get
to be—but I supposed it’s bound to—just another group of commercially-oriented galleries.”16 In
1972 Schjeldahl noted, “the opening of 420 [West Broadway] assured that the hegemony and
pecking order of the established uptown galleries would be preserved in the new bailiwick,
checking off the innovative vibrations of such early‐bird galleries as the coolly adventurous
Paula Cooper.”17 In 1977 Mimi Poser said, “Saturday afternoons in SoHo is the thing to do now”
and Cooper commented, “It’s like Madison Avenue.”18 In addition, the area was the subject of
newspaper articles across the country, further enticing people to visit and open spaces there.19
Though this changed the character of the neighborhood—perhaps for the worse as the influx of
galleries soon brought shops, restaurants, and further gentrification that began to price out the
original artist occupants—most acknowledged that it did help the many burgeoning galleries
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presenting emerging artists gain attention from uptown collectors. Indeed, things were moving so
quickly that in the spring of 1973, the owner sold the building on Prince Street. Cooper moved
the gallery three blocks over, to the ground floor at 155 Wooster Street, the corner of Wooster
and Houston Streets (figures 8a, 8b).20
Much like her Prince Street gallery, the space on Wooster Street had wood floors, white
walls, large galleries, and high ceilings. Rather than two rooms, the new space had a large single
room on the ground floor with one row of five columns running more or less down the center. In
SoHo, the architecture informed the experience of the art contained therein for visitors, critics,
collectors, and artists. Compared to the townhouses on the Upper East Side, the late-1800s SoHo
buildings in general were relatively vast and open with large front windows, made possible by
the strength of cast iron construction components, which also decoratively adorned the building
facades.21 Inside, they were devoid of the ornate fireplaces, crown molding, or wooden paneled
walls that boasted opulence in Midtown and Upper East Side galleries. Instead, a “white cube”
gallery space became, not the exception, but the rule.22 Writer, artist, and academic Brian
O’Doherty argued that much of the conceptual, ephemeral, process-based, podium-less, 1970s
art necessitated this white cube to provide context. He wrote, “The white wall’s apparent
neutrality is an illusion. It stands for a community with common ideas and assumptions.”23 In
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this case, the assumption being that contemporary conceptual art, produced and consumed by
predominantly white American and European artists and audiences, presented in this new setting,
was, in fact, valuable. The gallery wall, in O’Doherty’s words, “becomes a membrane through
which esthetic and commercial values osmotically exchange.”24 Cooper’s space, along with
Feigen’s, provided the prototype.
There was also a practical component: the larger doorways, elevators, and rooms
accommodated larger artworks. The artists, early cooperatives, and dealers in the late-1960s
were all drawn to SoHo’s large, low-rent spaces, and their capacity to exhibit works of more
ambitious scale and multi-part installations without backbreaking, logistical efforts. SoHo dealer
Nancy Hoffman recalled looking at a sculpture with the thought, “Oh wow, that will work great
in the gallery because we can fit that… it can go right in the front door.”25 Artists were also
creating their pieces in the same neighborhood, so moving and handling them between the
studios and the galleries became easier.26
As SoHo transformed into a gallery center, the Paula Cooper Gallery was, and continues
to be, heralded as the first gallery in the neighborhood. Her trailblazing footprint in SoHo
worked to her advantage. In 1976, the Akademie der Künste in Berlin found the “minimal
presentation” style so intriguing, they mounted the exhibition SoHo: Downtown Manhattan and
invited Cooper to curate a section. The catalogue stated that “Paula Cooper had a decisive
influence on this style. She opened SoHo’s first gallery in 1968. For Berlin she tried to
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reconstruct one of her famous early group exhibitions.”27 In addition to becoming the national
and international face of the new district, her no-nonsense and polite personality as well as her
fiercely loyal relationships with her artists appealed to many New York critics. Schjeldahl wrote,
“Paula Cooper is probably more responsible than any other one person for the surfacing of the
South Houston scene.”28 Artist Scott Burton added, “we all admire Paula Cooper very much. She
made SoHo, as much as anyone did.”29
The vibe in the Paula Cooper Gallery was not that of a marketplace or luxury goods store.
Her attitude matched her unpolished space. Barbara Rose described the gallery positively as
“unpretentious,” and wrote that Cooper’s “calm manner quickly reveals she has the courage of
her own convictions; and unlike the rampant commercialism of most New York galleries, hers
has an atmosphere of openness and good spirits that is healthy and attractive.”30 In contrast, OK
Harris was a “gleaming [uptown] emporium, transplanted.”31 Robert Pincus-Witten wrote, “In
terms of its upstairs ricketiness and the intelligence of her taste, the Paula Cooper Gallery strikes
a more authentic note about the quintessential seediness and outlanderishness of the loft area
than does Karp’s more open and handsome enterprise.”32 In the 1980s, Collischan noted,
“Cooper’s tendency [is] to dress informally and stay out of the limelight. Her manner is quiet and
can be quite ingenuous. To Cooper, it’s not the outer trappings, the dressing that is important, but
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the art itself, an inner substance.”33 Kostelanetz suggested that the reason an informal
atmosphere permeated into SoHo galleries was the fact that dealers themselves preferred it. He
wrote, “Cooper, Findlay, and Karp, among others, also established for SoHo gallerists less
formal styles of attire than their uptown colleagues, who tended to dress like stockbrokers or
morticians, among other merchants trying to separate ‘clients’ from rather large amounts of
money.”34 Hoffman said, “Your basic Madison avenue shopper who strolls around in a pinstripe
suit does not come down [to SoHo] in that attire.”35
Cooper had opened the gallery with $4,400 and recalled the rent was about $300 a
month.36 Notes from circa 1968 show her many financial considerations, including the supplies
and format for sales ledgers and journals, tax returns in need of filing, and meeting topics for
discussion with her insurance broker.37 Cooper recalled, “My approach to business is also
conservative. Money was not abundant when I began, and I swept the floors myself.”38 Joel
Shapiro explained, “Paula was not somebody who was born with money. It’s not a question of
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money, but I mean it was that her life was the gallery. It was a full commitment which
corresponded to the sort of commitment artists were making.”39 Despite her own lack of
financial cushion, she refused to seek or accept and outside investors because, in her words, “I
would never not want to be independent.”40 In 2018, she reiterated that needed a space where she
could make her own, unrestricted choices: “Independence was always the most important thing
to me. I never wanted to work for someone else. People often back a gallery, and I didn’t want
that. I would never let anyone put money into the gallery or support the gallery, because I never
wanted to let anyone else have any control or power. Instead, I worried about money terribly.”41
In addition to preserving her authority by refusing backers, Cooper did not let the art
market or outside pressures take control of her decisions. Though she knew it was important to
make enough money to support her gallery, she maintained that economics should not be the
driving force of a gallery. Recalling an earlier professional experience, she said, “I think money
is very frequently the most important factor for [male dealers]. I worked for a guy who had a
gallery on Madison Avenue, and he always had spreadsheets. He went by his spreadsheets, and
his gallery was a terrific failure.”42 She said, “I’ve always thought, if you want to make money,
you can make money. You can devote yourself to that. But it’s never been a priority for me.”43
This said, she did feel pressure to succeed financially, both for her artists and herself: “Having to
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support two children forced me to become better at developing and supporting artists’ careers.”44
Lippard recalled, “Paula was really part of whatever the avant garde was, rather than some dealer
trying to cash in on it. Luckily she sold art. She was good at that too.”45 Shapiro said, “Paula has
this broad investment in culture. It’s culture, not commerce.”46
Though she refused financial backers, she of course needed on-the-ground staff support.
Initially Cooper relied on artists and, occasionally, those who came by the gallery. She recalled,
“I mostly did everything myself and depended on the kindness of unsuspecting visitors to help
me.”47 Due to her refusal to learn to type, however, she engaged assistants to help her type and
respond to letters. Dealer Carolyn Alexander helped with correspondence one day a week in the
late 1960s.48 Benglis also typed and helped with general tasks around the gallery before Cooper
started showing her artworks in exhibitions. Robert Stearns worked with Cooper from 1970–73,
at which time he left the gallery to become the first staff director the performance and video art
focused space, The Kitchen.49 In 1972, Roberta Smith, then starting out as an art critic, was one
of Cooper’s few full-time employees.50 Smith recalled that she chose Cooper’s gallery because
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of the artists.51 At the time, Smith was writing for Artforum, the New York Times, Art in America,
and the Village Voice, among other publications. She worked for the gallery for nearly three
years, until Artforum editor Charles Cowles questioned the conflict of interest implicit in both
working at a gallery and reviewing exhibitions, at which point Smith left the gallery to be a fulltime critic (ca. 1975).52 In the mid-1970s Barry Ledoux, an artist and also brother to artist Keith
Sonnier, helped with art handling and installation and in 1974 Douglas Baxter joined the staff
and worked at the gallery through 1987.53
The nature of Cooper’s exhibitions when she first opened drew from Park Place’s model
and were pragmatic in approach. Group shows staged in collaboration with better known critics
and artists helped Cooper to first establish herself as an important dealer downtown. Her
inaugural exhibition: Benefit for the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam

within my control. I didn’t want to collaborate, let’s just put it that way. And I knew I wasn’t that good at selling,
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(October 22–31, 1968) opened in on October 22, just weeks after Anti-War protesters at the
August 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago were violently beaten by police. It was
jointly curated by artist Robert Huot, critic Lucy Lippard, and the director of the Student
Mobilization Committee, Ron Wolin. Though not affiliated with the gallery, the three
approached Cooper with the idea for the exhibition and she agreed as she was very much against
the war herself.54 There was also an opportunity in hosting this show as her initial exhibition: at
the time, Lippard was more mature, older, better-known, and someone Cooper looked up to and
respected.55
The exhibition included fourteen artists, each represented by a single work: Carl Andre,
Jo Baer, Bob Barry, Bill Bollinger, Dan Flavin, Robert Huot, Will Insley, Donald Judd, David
Lee, Robert Mangold, Robert Murray, Doug Ohlson, and Robert Ryman. Embracing the high
ceilings and open floor plan, the curators hung large, predominantly monochrome paintings on
the walls, displayed painted, geometric metal sculptures in the center of the rooms, and
suspended artworks from the ceiling (figures 9a, 9b). LeWitt contributed his first wall drawing—
a work that was deliberately site-specific and could only be drawn via written instructions—Wall
Drawing 1: Drawing Series II 14 (A & B) from October 1968 (now in The Doris and Donald
Fisher Collection at SFMOMA).56
These artists had already had solo exhibitions in New York and were associated with the
minimalist movement, which had emerged in 1964–65. Several had been exhibiting regularly in
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galleries since the early 1960s: Judd was showing with Castelli; LeWitt and Andre with Virginia
Dwan; Murray at Betty Parsons Gallery; Baer, Mangold, and Ohlson at Fischbach Gallery, and
Flavin showed at several different galleries. Their work was included in prominent museum
group exhibitions, many of which defined the minimalism movement: Black, White, and
Gray (Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, Connecticut, 1964) included
Flavin; Primary Structures (Jewish Museum, 1966) included Andre, Flavin, Judd, LeWitt;
Systemic Painting (Guggenheim Museum, 1966) included Baer, Barry, Huot, Insley, Lee,
Mangold, and Ryman; and Minimal Art (Gemeentemuseum, The Hague, 1968) included Andre,
Flavin, Judd, and LeWitt. Judd had also recently had a solo exhibition at the Whitney Museum,
Don Judd (February 26–April 14, 1968; exhibition catalogue) and already had two artworks
acquired by the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA). The Whitney acquired a Murray sculpture in
1965 and a Mangold painting in 1968. The price list at Cooper’s exhibition reflects the artist’s
prominence, as the artworks ranged from $800–$2,500 ($2,500 being over half the total budget
with which Cooper opened the gallery).57
Cooper was indeed familiar with these artists. She had met them and admired their work,
and insiders considered them to be the current avant-garde. Cooper recalled thinking at the time
that Carl Andre was “famous.”58 Indeed, it was Lippard and Huot who insured that this group of
minimalists would accept the invitation to show at Cooper’s gallery. Cooper went on to include
several of them in group exhibitions throughout the 1970s, but she did not come to represent
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them officially until later. Andre joined the gallery was in 1978, LeWitt’s first solo exhibition
was in 1981, and Judd’s in 1986.59
A small advertisement ran in the New York Times for Benefit for the Student Mobilization
Committee to End the War in Vietnam. At the time, the area was so unfamiliar that the listing
included directions: “96 Prince St. (1 block south of Houston, 2 blocks west of Broadway).”60
Though the gallery requested a contribution both for visitors ($1) and for the opening ($2.50),
Cooper later said she forgot to collect it.61 The artworks were all for sale with the proceeds split
equally between the artist and the cause.62 Cooper remembered, “The gallery received nothing
[…] What a way to start a business!”63 As a benefit exhibition, it highlighted a main concern of
the gallery which has remained: to support important political and cultural initiatives through the
display of contemporary art.
The benefit exhibition soon became a defining feature of Cooper’s gallery. Shortly after
the Vietnam show, Lippard organized a large group exhibition titled Number 7 (May 18–June 17,
1969) in support of Art Workers Coalition, an association of artist activists who were advocating
for artists’ rights and institutional reforms, of which Lippard was a prominent member.64 Other
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examples include: Art for Peace, another event against the Vietnam war (September 19–26,
1970) and Artists’ Benefit Sale For Encounter, to raise funds for Encounter, a drug free
rehabilitation program (April 2–4, 1974).65 Cooper also hosted Art Works Coalition meetings at
the gallery.66 Cooper’s gallery became known as an “activist” space, as Peter Schjeldahl noted in
December 1969: “The Cooper is, if you will, an ‘activist’ gallery, aiming to reflect and influence
the actual production of new art as much as its acceptance by critics and collectors. It makes
available a fuller experience of art as it is evolving than do any number of gleaming uptown
emporiums.”67 In 2018, the gallery recreated the first exhibition for 50 Years: An Anniversary
(October 10–November 3) with thirteen of the fourteen original artists and the same or similar
works. Like the exhibition’s predecessor, the anniversary exhibition was also a benefit; visitors
were asked to contribute to March for Our Lives, an organization that advocates for gun violence
prevention.
The explicit purpose of Benefit for the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War in
Vietnam was to demonstrate that abstract minimalist art could still convey a political agenda.
Lippard emphasized the importance of the art and installation as “a kind of protest against the
potpourri peace shows with all those burned dolls’ heads […] It really looks like an exhibition
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first and a benefit second.”68 She recalled writing the press release, which foregrounded the
artists’ non-representational style:
These 14 non-objective artists are against the war in Vietnam. They are supporting this
commitment in the strongest manner open to them by contributing major examples of
their current work. The artists and the individual pieces were selected to represent a
particular esthetic attitude, in the conviction that a cohesive group of important works
makes the most forceful statement for peace.69
Though not named as such, this “non-objective” style was minimalism, represented by the nearly
monochrome surfaces of Baer, Ryman, Huot, the grid-based paintings by Insley and LeWitt, a
found brick sculpture by Andre, and the geometric sculptures by Judd and Murray—in historical
retrospect.
The widely supported anti-war sentiment, prominent artists, and novel context drew
attention. Grace Glueck dedicated four paragraphs to the show within her “Art Notes” column in
the October 27, 1968 New York Times:
What’s touted as “the first benefit exhibition of nonobjective art,” a show of works by 14
young artists generally thought of as “minimal” or “primary,” now inhabits a downtown
loft […] What’s unusual about the show, [Lippard] points out, is that non-objective artists
in the U. S. have generally been politically inactive since the ’30’s. But during the ’60’s,
she notes, “an increasing number of abstract artists have found it morally necessary to
protest the political climate, their art-for-art’s sake position notwithstanding.”70
ARTnews also noted, “the intention was to express political commitment through the contribution
of major pieces to be sold. This was an intelligent premise and perhaps also a long overdue one,
after a spate of shows of unevenly convincing ‘protest’ works from artists who, however serious

68

Lippard, quoted in Glueck, “A Party That Includes You Out,” p. 26.

69
“Benefit For The Student Mobilization Committee To End The War in Vietnam,” Paula Cooper Gallery,
https://www.paulacoopergallery.com/exhibitions/benefit-for-the-student-mobilization-committee-to-end-the-war-invietnam#tab:slideshow (accessed May 8, 2022).
70

Glueck, “A Party That Includes You Out,” p. 26.

48

about the ideal, have not found visual propaganda to be their bag.”71 In contextualizing this
abstract, cold, seemingly emotionless art within the anti-war political urgency that many felt in
the 1960s, Lippard, Huot, and Wolin produced an exhibition that caught critics, artists, and
collector’s attention.
In the first decade of her gallery, Cooper presented twenty-eight three-or-more
person group exhibitions of sixty-seven total exhibitions; about 42 percent.72 The untitled
exhibition (opened November 3, 1968) and drawing show (January 11–February 4, 1969)
featured artists with whom she was already familiar, and newcomers whose studios she
had visited. She included Park Place alumni Peter Forakis, Chuck Ginnever, Bernie
Kirschenbaum, Forrest Myers, Edwin (Ed) Ruda, Mark di Suvero, and Leo Valledor, in
addition to Huot, from the Benefit exhibition. She showed Jules Kirschenbaum, George
Melcher, Harvey Quaytman, Alan Shields, David Diao, Livia Rolandini, and Lynda
Benglis for the first time. From these shows, Benglis, Ginnever, Huot, Quaytman, and
Shields would go on to have solo exhibitions at the gallery. Cooper currently represents
di Suvero, Novros, and Grosvenor.73 As she explained it:
I didn’t want it to be a gallery like most galleries. I wanted it just to be a big space
where I wouldn’t have any one person shows but keep changing work. And most
of the artists needed money desperately [sic] and I would just sell work. When a
piece was sold I’d change it and put something else up. And there would be this
continuously changing flexible group-exhibition.74
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Though group shows initially formed the core of Cooper’s programming, she
began to mount solo shows to nurture specific careers. She started with Huot’s solo
exhibition, for which he painted the gallery walls blue and arranged the lights to create
geometric shadows in the space (March 29–April 23, 1969).75 Next, she mounted Alan
Shields’s first one-man show of pieces that he created by machine stitching brightly
colored fabrics together in different shapes with different sizes and types of thread and
additions of acrylic paint (May 1969). These fabric works hung from the wall on nails
through the gromets imbedded in the surfaces.76 In her words:
after I opened the gallery, very quickly I realized that artists need one person
shows and they need to show a body of work. I also needed to have shows and
schedules otherwise people, magazines, and critics wouldn’t review shows. I
thought, here I am getting locked into that same old syndrome but I realized right
away that it was very important for the artist to be reviewed, to have all that. […]
I felt it was still open.77
After these two solo shows, in the summer of 1969, Cooper hosted another large group
enterprise with thirty-nine artists, curated by Lippard (May 18–June 17). Entitled Number 7, this
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was the first in what became a series of “number” exhibitions curated by Lippard. Though
Lippard does not recall the significance of “seven”—other than the desire for a generic title—it
may have derived from this being the seventh exhibition at the gallery.78 LeWitt displayed
another wall drawing; Castoro used aluminum tape to make an uneven line, a symbolic visual
“crack,” through the gallery; several artists presented work that was invisible; and one room
displayed only books, photocopies, and texts by a variety of artists and collectives.79 Though
Lippard would soon become an adamant supporter of the women’s movement, most of the artists
included in the show were men, instilling the perception of conceptual art as a heady male
purview. As she recalled, “I am ashamed to say that there were only four and a half women
in Number 7: Christine Kozlov, Rosemarie Castoro, Hanne Darboven, Adrian Piper, and Ingrid
Baxter (who was half of the NE Thing Co.). […] I can only mutter in my defence [sic] that I had
not yet seen the light. I became a feminist a year later.”80
After Number 7, Cooper focused on artists of her own choosing, and began to build a
roster through concerted solo exhibitions. They reveal her preference for the wide range of styles
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that would soon be grouped under postminimalism. In November of 1969, she presented new
color field paintings by Ruda, who had previously been seen at Park Place.81 The first New York
solo exhibition of Lynda Benglis was held at her gallery, in which she displayed her poured paint
sculptural pieces. From February 8–March 4, 1970 the gallery contained a single, room-sized
geometric sculpture by Park Place veteran Robert Grosvenor. That spring, she presented the
sculptor Joel Shapiro alongside the painter David Diao (March 8–April 1, 1970). It was
Shapiro’s first one-person show, for which he mounted thin wooden shelves equidistantly on the
walls of the gallery slightly above eye-level. He then layered them with materials such as glass,
copper, and slate.82 By the early 1970s Shields, Benglis, Grosvenor, and Shapiro formed
Cooper’s core group. Over the subsequent five years, Cooper added Jennifer Bartlett, Jonathan
Borofsky, Elizabeth Murray, Richard Van Buren, Jackie Winsor, and Kes Zapkus.
Revealingly Cooper chose the word “catholic” to describe her taste, which means “allencompassing” or “wide ranging.” This description has remained apt throughout the many
decades of the gallery. In 1973 Patricia Krebs wrote that the gallery includes “tough new work
though Mrs. Cooper describes the gallery as very catholic on the whole, with the artists not
adding up to any particular look.”83 A few years later she maintained the style was “abstract art
with a catholic orientation.”84 In 1979 a guidebook said, “The esthetic is nondoctrinaire and
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exploratory.”85 Curator and Executive Director of the Robert Rauschenberg Foundation Kathy
Halbreich recalled the emphasis was on the intersection between figuration and abstraction, with
special attention to labor in that the works were distinctly “handmade.”86 In a 2020 interview
Cooper articulated that she did not set out to gather artists of any one style: “It’s artist by artist.
It’s just like when you make a collection, or you look at someone’s collection. There is an
intelligence running through it.”87
Cooper developed working relationships with her artists carefully and over time. Some
were alumni from Park Place (Grosvenor) or from the early exhibitions Lippard curated
(Borofsky). Others, like Shapiro, asked Cooper to visit their studio.88 Many were recommended
by artists she already represented. Bartlett recalled, “It was Lynda Benglis and Joel Shapiro who
suggested that Paula look at my work and I think it was over a year before I was with the gallery.
But I gave a reading there and she showed a piece. And I think probably Joel and I recommended
Elizabeth Murray. […] she likes a lot of time to think about things, but she’ll listen.”89 When
asked how she decided which artists to show she claimed she does not have any guiding
principles, rather, in her words, “it’s visceral.”90 “I choose them, they choose me—we choose
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each other. They are people I believe in and am totally committed to,” Cooper said.91 Though she
has never had signed contracts with them, the relationship was not considered temporary. Cooper
said, “Once the decision is made, the dealer and artists are stuck with each other, so to speak. It’s
a relationship that must be entered into very carefully, so I always make a point of living with
new work and watching it over a long period of time. There’s no hurry.”92 Over five decades
later, Cooper still shows Bartlett, Borofsky, Grosvenor, Shapiro, Shields, and Winsor.
To ensure the high level of commitment and attention to each artist, Cooper kept her
1970s stable relatively small—eleven people.93 Nearly all the artists she represented lived in
New York so that she could visit their studios often. In 1973 she said, “I see their development. I
see everything they are doing and going through. It’s not a ‘show me the merchandise’ kind of
thing.”94 In 1984 she added, “It’s important for me to have access to the work so that I
understand it better. This allows me to have a much greater knowledge of the work.”95 She
brought the same ethos into the gallery, showing the same works and the same artists repeatedly
to build a depth of knowledge for the collectors and critics who visited. While most other dealers
only gave their artists a solo exhibition every two to three years, she often showcased them
annually. In her first ten years of representing artists in her core roster respectively, Cooper
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presented the most solo exhibitions of Shapiro (eight solo exhibitions over ten years, plus an
additional exhibition in California), closely followed by Benglis (seven solo exhibitions, plus an
exhibition in California). She presented six solo exhibitions each of Shields, Bartlett, Murray,
and Borofsky, five of Grosvenor, and four of Winsor (which could perhaps be explained by the
artist’s practice, which produced very few artworks). She also explained that it was not enough
to simply chose and place a piece, one must “live with work and really know how you really feel
about it.”96 By way of example she recounted:
Often I show the same works over and over again, moving them from one wall to
another, from one side of the gallery to a different side, into another context with
other works. I remember a sculpture by Jackie Winsor that I had on view for three
months. After I moved it one day, people commented on the new piece by Jackie
Winsor! They had been looking at it for three months without seeing it.97
As with the program at Park Place, she included well-known artists outside the gallery
stable in her group shows in order to support her artists’ reputations by association and place
them in a wider context. For instance, in the untitled group exhibition held June 6–23, 1972,
Cooper showed newcomer Winsor with Grosvenor, Benglis, and Shapiro (whom she already
represented), and LeWitt (by this time, a more established artist), among others. She pointed out,
“I’ll show work by artists who are very well known with work by artists who are not very well
known in the same show. [...] It’s good for the young artist and it’s good for the older artist. [...]
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People see things with their memories or with their ears. They don’t look at things. This way
they have to look at things.”98
Cooper built a business philosophy that was financially sustainable, but also dictated by
the commitment to and needs of her artists. She did not simply raise the prices of their artworks
once they gained recognition—a tactic that some would embrace in the 1980s. To the contrary,
as she rationalized:
I’ve had very low, I think, prices and try to be very realistic about that. When
someone first starts showing I think the point is to get the work out. You can have
prices that are just fantasies. If you don’t want to get the work out and you don’t
want to sell it then you keep it. I have always been very conservative and have
raised prices very, very slowly and only in relation to what is a reality.99
Though such low prices could be perceived of as lacking ambition, Cooper quickly profited from
her strategy. Aaron Shkuda wrote, “Although the gallery atmosphere at Paula Cooper was casual,
its sales were not. In 1968, the first year of its operation, the gallery tallied gross receipts of
$73,484 (almost $500,000 in 2015 dollars) and reported a profit of $21,811 (more than $148,000
in 2015 dollars).”100 In 1985, Rose commented, “She has begun inching up the prices of her
artists’ works as the supply has not been able to keep pace with the demand.”101 When a work
did sell, Cooper has said she spilt the income sixty/forty, artist/gallery; she said, “I think that the
artist should get more. It’s just a principle.”102 Cooper also supported sharing resale profits with
living artists.103 Arguably, Cooper’s modest pricing beckoned old and new buyers to take risks.
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She enabled sales and placed works in collections. She thereby banked on her artists’ rising
reputations and their future for her short- and long-term profits.
Cooper firmly believed that the role of the gallery was to coordinate business, time
consuming matters such as photography and inventory documentation, sales, loans, and
commission logistics so the artist could focus completely on their art. She also understood that
they may not have the personal distance—or, initially, the acumen—to negotiate for themselves.
Thus, she cultivated a network for collectors and curators with whom she negotiated. In 1984 she
described the gallery: “Number one, we’re a public space where people, the public, can come in
and see the work—so we function as an exhibition space. Number two, we take care of all of the
artist’s business. Number three, we document their work very carefully. We also work with the
artist on museum exhibitions. I consider this a gallery, agent and archives all in one.”104 Cooper
was instrumental in securing them museum exhibitions, arranging loans, strategically placing
work in collections, and advocating for legal rights and protections that ensured that their
artworks would be safe, appropriately and fairly valued, and respected.105 As she maintained,
“The artists are the gallery; if they are doing well, the gallery does well and we can all continue
to grow.”106
Over the many decades Cooper’s intentions and priorities remained unchanged. She kept
her gallery relatively small and centralized just in New York with her main staff, so she could
oversee installations, speak with collectors, and most importantly, focus on engaging with her
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artists. She said, “I prefer a very small, personal kind of relationship with artists, and with
clients—or collectors, and museums.”107 In the early years she considered opening galleries in
different cities—she mounted two exhibitions in Los Angeles in 1976 and in 1980 traded spaces
with the Yvon Lambert gallery in Paris—but ultimately decided to focus her efforts in one
neighborhood where she could be fully present.108 In 1996 she moved from SoHo to Chelsea,
where she had two gallery spaces five blocks from one another. In 2016 she said, “I am a momand-pop shop and that’s the way I want it.”109 Though some of the artists in her stable left for
larger galleries or those with more visibility in art fairs, Cooper maintained her vision.110 She
said, “my focus was never on money in the grand sense. Perhaps I did miss out on certain
opportunities, but I have always been wary of big business. […] As long as we could help the
artists survive, we stayed small.”111
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CHAPTER 3: The Personal is Political

To what degree can Paula Cooper be considered a feminist and her gallery a vehicle for
the woman’s movement? The answers are nuanced. As evidenced by the number of women
gallerists in the modernist era, art dealing as a field has traditionally been open to women and
allowed them to succeed in business. Barbara Gladstone, a dealer and contemporary of Cooper’s,
attributed the number of women with galleries to the nature of the profession itself: “The art
business curiously has had a lot of women in it, because it was considered harmless […] You
could still be a good wife and mother. It wasn’t dangerous, because you weren’t going to make
any money anyway.”1 Cooper echoed the sentiment: “The arts were ‘clean hands’ […] Ladies
could concern themselves with such things.”2 Given this stigma, Patricia Krebs observed,
“Running an art gallery is one art world occupation that has been open to women without
prejudice; and a woman art dealer may have little cause for involvement in the feminist cause as
such.”3
For her part, Cooper stated that she identifies as a feminist then and now, but did not
attend protests or meetings of women’s groups because she was focused entirely on her gallery
and the artists she represented. By default, in what was still a patriarchal art system, her sex
colored her interactions with critics, peers, and collectors. Therefore, this chapter considers
Cooper a feminist by dint of her “equal opportunity” agenda, as she championed the sales and
careers of the women in her roster—a notably large number for the time—on par with the men.
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In addition, both dealer and her artists scrupulously avoided sex discrimination and gender
stereotypes with regards to aesthetics or work ethic. In this regard, the Paula Cooper Gallery was
a step ahead of its time and its owner highly conscious of opening the door for these artists to
succeed.
By way of background, I first explore the women’s groups in New York that organized to
draw attention to, and protest, the low number of women artists included in museum and gallery
exhibitions. I account for the history of exclusion of female artists in both institutions and
galleries in the post-war period and demonstrate that the number of women shown at Cooper’s
gallery was statistically unique. Though Cooper herself was not an active member of feminist
groups, I argue that her unconditional support of the women she represented was itself a political
act. The chapter title references the political slogan adopted in the 1970s to highlight how
women’s personal experiences derive from inequality in political and general power systems.
The phrase comes from an essay written by Women’s Liberation Movement leader Carol
Hanisch in 1969.4
Throughout the 1960s Cooper managed both her personal life and her business pursuits
simultaneously. When she was opening her gallery, she was mother to one child under twoyears-old named Nicholas, six months pregnant with her younger son, Lucas.5 In 1974 she
separated from Neil Cooper and shortly thereafter moved her residence downtown, to Greene
Street, around the corner from the gallery, so work would be closer to home and her children.6 In
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her words, balancing her professional ambitious with her family commitments was not easy. In
1973 Krebs wrote, “even with a nurse to help, Mrs. Cooper groans when she thinks about the
experience. ‘I suffered greatly,’ she said.”7 Cooper described opening a gallery in a new
neighborhood, while pregnant and with a small child: “I wouldn’t say it was brave, I would say it
was nuts—I look back and think, Jesus!”8 Cooper, however, has maintained “it did not occur to
me for one minute not to press on.”9 In 1987 Cooper married a third time, to book publisher Jack
Macrae. Much later, Cooper reflected, “that’s a problem for women, you’re at the peak of
everything at the same time. Thank god you have that kind of energy.”10
As was true with women in other professions, press profiles of Cooper were qualified by
her sex and often mentioned the intimate details of her life. Reporters wove details of her
children and domestic commitments into their articles, as if it was within this context she should
be seen, regardless of her profession pursuits. For instance, in 1970, Beverly Solochek, writing in
the New York Post, noted Cooper’s husband, Neil, his profession and their children, and made
the point that Cooper “manages the nightly meals” and enjoys cooking and entertaining but says,
“I wish I could […] but I don’t have the time.”11 In the same year, a feature on New York dealers
in Vogue magazine includes a striking black-and-white photograph taken by Irving Penn (figure
10). In the caption, Cooper is identified as “Mrs. Neil Cooper.”12 She later said that being
referred to as by her husband’s last name, “gives you some sense of what I, and other women in
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the art world, were dealing with then.”13 In 1985, art historian and critic Barbara Rose wrote that
Cooper’s artist stable “are her friends, practically her family. She has been close to them,
nurturing their development almost to the degree that she mothers her teenage sons, Nicholas and
Lucas.”14 Needless to say, reporters did not chose these familial and “woman juggles all” themes
when they profiled Reese Palley, Ivan Karp, Arnold “Arne” Glimcher, and other male dealers.15
Cooper’s influence in SoHo, along with her beauty, led to a common, gendered moniker
among critics and admirers: the doyenne of downtown. In 1969, Jay Jacobs wrote she was the
doyenne of downtown “despite her youth” and noted she was “the prettiest dealer in the
business.”16 New York Times critic John Russell commented, “you don’t have to be an old lady to
be the doyenne of SoHo.”17 Solochek described her as a “gal,” “lady,” and “very attractive young
woman,” but never once as a dealer, director, or gallery owner.18 Cooper reflected, “People were
very nice to me too because I was a fairly attractive young woman. I think that men are much
nicer to attractive women.”19 Indeed, it appears Cooper did use her appearances and natural
glamour to her advantage and to further promote her gallery. In 1979 she posed for a newspaper
advertisement for Citizen watches at Fortunoff jewelry store. The copy for the ad doubled as
gallery promotion, while linking the commodity status of watches and art:
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Some people just keep up with the times. Paula Cooper has always been ahead of
them. For Paula, that means being the first to move her art gallery downtown to
the now fashionable Soho area. And being among the first to support many of
today’s most important ‘advanced and contemporary’ artists. In fact, everything in
Paula’s gallery is a tribute to her taste and exquisite sense of timing.20
Most press on Cooper from the 1970s also highlighted her youth, even though Cooper
pointed out that when she opened her gallery at thirty years of age, “I’d been working for nine
years.”21 The adjective “young” was used for both male and female dealers, but Cooper acutely
felt the drawbacks of being perceived as a “young woman.” Scholar and curator Judy Collischan
pointed out, “This link of sex with age has been a problem often mentioned by young female
gallery owners.”22 Cooper recalled that her age shaped how male dealers treated her: “Leo
[Castelli] invited me always to his parties and lunches, but Leo was not helpful. Dick Bellamy—
he’d sort of pat me on the head. I can’t even tell you.”23 The patronizing pat on the head was not
an uncommon experience for women professionals in the arts.24 In another interview she said,
“When I was young, I was kind of patted on the head a lot of times. [...] If a woman did
something as well as a man, that denigrated what the man did and made it less serious and less
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important.”25 As such, men seemed to feel the need to infantilize women. In the early 1980s,
Cooper said, “I’m so glad I’m older now—male dealers and even collectors were rude to me.
Some men just can’t deal with women. Now that I’m older, people can’t say, ‘Oh, she’s just a
little, fluffy girl.’”26
At the same moment that Cooper opened her gallery in SoHo, women in New York had
begun calling attention to and protesting against gender inequality and sexist treatment. As part
of the women’s movement—now called second-wave feminism—artists, critics, curators, and art
historians began to draw attention to the systematic exclusion of women from art museum
collections and exhibitions and studio program teaching positions. Women in and around the arts
began creating feminist groups, participating in consciousness raising sessions, forming journals,
and gathering to protest major the lack of inclusion of female artists in the public sphere.27
In New York, the initial political activities of the women’s movement began in 1969–70
with protests of the lack of representation of women in the Whitney Museum of American Art
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survey exhibitions.28 In the Whitney’s 1969 Annual Exhibition: Contemporary American
Painting (December 16, 1969–February 1, 1970) only seven of the 143 artists included were
women, just under 5 percent.29 In reaction, several women’s movement groups demanded that
the next year’s annual include 50 percent women and 50 percent of those women be Black. The
Ad Hoc Women’s Committee of the Art Workers Coalition, Women Artists in Revolution
(W.A.R.), and Women, Students, and Artists for Black Artists’ Liberation (W.S.A.B.A.L.)
staged sit-ins, deposited eggs and sanitary napkins around the stairwells and hallways of the
museum, and protested outside and inside the museum on the night of the 1970 Annual
Exhibition: Contemporary American Sculpture (December 12, 1970—February 7, 1971) opening
(figure 11).30 Though Cooper was not part of these groups she insisted, “it was very important
that women tossed Tampax all over the Whitney, it was!”31 The curators at the museum took
note. By the Whitney Biennial 1979 (February 6–April 1, 1979), one third of the artists included
were women (twenty-nine of the eighty-seven); however, this was still a far cry from the equal
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representation women sought.32 In addition to low representation in museum exhibitions, women
were also underrepresented in their permanent collections. To use the Whitney as an example
once again, in 1970 Grace Glueck wrote: “Out of 3,000 artists represented in the permanent
collection of the Whitney Museum of American Art, 450 are women, a showing of 15 percent.”33
In 1971, art historian Linda Nochlin published the seminal essay, “Why have there been
no great women artists?”34 and artists Kay Brown, Dindga McCannon, and Faith Ringgold
organized the first known exhibition of art made by Black women, “Where We At” Black
Women Artists: 1971 (opened June 22 at Acts of Art Gallery, New York).35 By 1972 as many as
1,500 people had joined groups such as the Ad Hoc Committee of the Art Workers Coalition,
Women in the Arts, “Where We At” Black Women Artists (W.W.A.), the Women’s Interart
Center, Redstockings of the Women’s Liberation Movement, W.S.A.B.A.L., and W.A.R.36
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Jackie Winsor explained that the women’s movement “came out of Art Workers Coalition and it
came out of anti-war politics. And those particular women who were artists that were very
supportive of that all of the sudden collected and there used to be meetings in lofts.”37
Publications by and for women proliferated, including Ms. magazine (first published
independently in 1972), Feminist Art Journal (1972–77), and Heresies: A Feminist Publication
on Art and Politics (1977–1992).38 Various groups had newsletters, organized panels, and
curated exhibitions. Lucy Lippard’s Twenty-Six Contemporary Women Artists (April 18–June 13,
1971 at the Aldrich Museum, Ridgefield, Connecticut) and Women Choose Women (opened
January 12, 1973 at the New York Cultural Center), a group exhibition of over 100 female artists
selected by women, served as prominent foils to the male dominated exhibitions in museums and
galleries.39
Gallery exhibitions and artist rosters revealed that art dealers shared the implicit biases of
curators, museum directors, critics, and others. In 1965, many galleries would have one or two
solo exhibitions of female artists per year at most. Typically, a gallery run by a woman did not
show more female artists.40 Painter Sylvia Sleigh said that, as a female artist in the early 1970s, it
was “terribly difficult” to get representation in a gallery, even if the gallery was run or owned by
a woman. She continued, “the only way I’ve ever got it is through the recommendation of male
37
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artists.”41 Irving Sandler wrote, “In the mid-1970s approximately 66 percent of bachelor’s degree
in studio disciplines and art history were awarded to women, and 50 percent of professional
artists in the United States were women. Yet only 15 percent of the one-person shows in New
York’s prestigious galleries were devoted to women.”42 Women’s groups such as W.A.R. began
informal investigations to find statistics. Journalist Carey Lovelace recounted that when W.A.R.
members canvassed high-profile galleries only one in twenty artists were female.43 Ferris Olin
and Catherine C. Brawer provided the only published study of gallery representation in the
1970s. Their survey examined exhibitions of American artists at twenty-seven galleries in New
York, several of which had locations in SoHo (including Leo Castelli, Andre Emmerich, Paula
Cooper, Nancy Hoffman, Holly Solomon, Ileana Sonnabend, and others). They found,
In New York the total number of solo exhibitions increased from 58 in 1970,
when the percentage of women included was 9%, to 260 in 1985, when the
percentage was 16%. In 1975, when 168 artists were given solo exhibitions, the
percentage was 15%. The greatest percentage occurred in 1978, when it reached
24%. Even when the number of artis given solo shows increased by 55% from
1975 to 1981, the percentage of solos given to women artists rose by only 1%.44
Despite the number of female dealers and artists in SoHo, The Art Gallery Magazine
described the atmosphere as “yeasty and masculine and the game is played against an obbligato
of bellowing truckers, grinding forklifts and clanging freight elevators.”45 In the very early
1980s, Cooper remembered: “there were hardly any women artists showing in galleries.”46 In
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fact, Nochlin’s essay was inspired by Richard Feigen, an early SoHo pioneer. She recalled,
“Richard turned to me and said, ‘Linda, I would love to show women artists, but I can’t find any
good ones. Why are there no great women artists?’ He actually asked me that question.”47
Though the Feigen Downtown space never developed a roster and held predominantly group
exhibitions, only one of the twelve solo exhibitions from 1969–1970 was of a woman.48 OK
Harris and Leo Castelli’s SoHo gallery devoted only 10 percent of solo shows to female artists in
the 1970s.49
Cooperative galleries run by and dedicated to their all-female members aimed to expand
representation of women in art exhibitions. In 1972, twenty female artists co-founded A.I.R.
(Artists in Residence, Inc.) at 97 Wooster Street. The following year, another group of twenty
female artists founded SoHo 20 at 99 Spring Street. “Co-ops may be closely linked to the
changing role of women in the art world,” Alloway asserted. Women “have been seen publicly
[through co-op galleries] in ways that would not have occurred if they had waited for dealer
recognition.”50 The importance of cooperative galleries in the SoHo landscape cannot be denied;
however, dealers’ galleries still served as gatekeepers for an artist to advance from “emerging” to
institutionally recognized and “established.” Simpson asserted that the dealers do, however,
monitor other art spaces, therefore the cooperative gallery functions best as a steppingstone to
47
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more professional markets.51 In 1978, the SoHo: Guide noted: “artists represented by a private
gallery receive greater public exposure than do their counterparts in cooperatives.”52 Historian
Richard Simpson quoted prominent critic Grace Glueck who said, “My tendency is to go to
commercial galleries first […] Professional dealers have taste or they wouldn’t be in business.”53
In 1983 Alloway reflected:
Collectors like to buy from dealers they know and in whom they have confidence.
Museum curators accept the idea that it is the function of the galleries to filter the
masses of new artists, and indeed welcome the tidying hand. […] And art critics
enjoy the sense of company and orderliness that comes with topical commentary
geared to current gallery schedules. Thus, dealers are central to the purchase,
promotion and discussion of contemporary art.54
Given the important role that dealers play and the vast majority of dealers who were
showing fewer than ten percent female artists, the crisis of representation becomes clear. In the
late 1960s and early 1970s, female artists acutely felt the lack of attention. When Winsor first
arrived in New York in 1967, she observed “women were transparent.”55 She said, “At that
moment in time there were two prominent attitudes. One was that women’s work would never
sell and a rider to that thought was that a dealer would never represent you. That was across the
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border, held in Europe far more strongly than in America, and it was at that time pretty
intense.”56 About her marriage to Gordon Hart, Lynda Benglis said, “it was difficult for me being
in a relationship with another artist where it was assumed the man was the artist and I wasn’t.”57
Artist Mary Heilman, who would be represented by Holly Solomon, said, “Being a female was
definitely a disadvantage in those days when girls weren’t supposed to have fun. They were
supposed to be fun. It took me a long time and a lot of maturity to learn to negotiate the
complexities of that situation.”58
This proliferation of support networks and activist groups united and gave voice to
communities of female artists, professors of art, critics, and others who were intent on seeking
professional, political, and domestic gender equality. Curator and writer Randy Rosen argued
that the work women did in the 1970s resulted in more than a quantitative change in
representation, it was a “deep psychological adjustment” for artists, audiences, and academic and
commercial art establishments; this movement redefined “artist” as a term that was suddenly
gender neutral.59 Cooper agreed; she later said that the most important part of the 1970s was that
“women in this country crashed the barrier as artists.”60
The efforts of women’s movement to break the term “artist” away from the implicit
assumption of a “male artist” prompted critics, curators, and dealers to reflect on their own
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gendered perceptions. Lippard noticed that she used only male pronouns to refer to the artist, the
reader/viewer, and even the critic (despite her own sex and occupation) and that she typically
wrote about men, ignoring “women in the corner.”61 In 1976 she wrote, “I still have to question
every assumption, every reaction I have, in order to examine them for signs of
preconditioning.”62 Findlay recalled, “In the fall of 1969, I visited Claes Oldenburg at his studio
on Broome Street […] He introduced me to a gamine brunette whom I took to be his assistant
and/or girlfriend. Hannah [Wilke] and I did no more than say hello and shake hands but shortly
afterwards she visited me at Feigen Downtown and introduced herself as an artist.”63 Like other
critics, curators, and dealers, Cooper needed a wake-up call. Krebs wrote:
Women until quite recently tended to make diffident artists, according to the New
York art dealer Paula Cooper. Attitudes began to change only about two years ago
– in what might be called feminine consciousness-raising in the field of art.
“I know I used to see women artists all around, and I didn’t know they were
artists, […] I remember when I met Jo Baer. I had gone with Robert Elkon, the
dealer, to see her husband (the pop artist John Wesley). She served me coffee. I
never dreamed she was an artist. […] There are marvelous, marvelous women
artists around. It’s fantastic how they’re emerging. But they’ve had to fight.”64
Armed with the realization that important female artists were in no short supply,
Cooper’s gallery in SoHo soon became an outlier. Cooper adamantly maintained she did
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not choose to show artists because they were women: in 1991 she said, “I have never
shown any one for any reason except for the interest in their art. I’ve never really cared if
someone was a man or a woman. I think that should be known.”65 Yet, one third of her
stable was comprised of women and she included numerous others in group exhibitions.
By the mid-1970s, four of the eleven artists Cooper represented were women: Benglis,
Winsor, Jennifer Barlett, and Elizabeth Murray (36 percent). One-third of the solo
exhibitions at Paula Cooper Gallery from 1969–1976 were devoted to these women (33
percent).66 In 1976, Cooper presented solo exhibitions of all four, making four of the
six—more than half—of the solo shows at the gallery of female artists (67 percent). In
addition, Livia Rolandini, Dorothea Rockburne, Sherrie Levine, Marilyn Lenkowsky, and
Ellen Phelan were not in the regular stable but were included in group exhibitions. The
early exhibitions Lippard compiled for the gallery also included Jo Bear, Ingrid Baxter,
Rosemarie Castoro, Hanne Darboven, Christine Kozlov, and Adrian Piper. In the group
exhibition Cooper presented at the Akademie der Künste, she included Benglis and Phean
and Bartlett’s work was also featured in another section of the larger exhibition.
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Though this is far from parity, a study of the period shows it was at least double
the usual numbers. It wasn’t until 1976, with the Holly Solomon Gallery, that equal
representation was achieved: almost fifty/fifty women to men, which Solomon and her
husband Horace underscored by mounting simultaneous paired exhibitions, for example:
“Nicolas Africano / Valerie Jaudon” and “Sam Cady / Mary Heilmann.”67 Nearly a
decade later in 1984, the anonymous activist feminist group the Guerilla Girls became
known for presenting the low numbers of female representation on graphic posters. They
published the Guerilla Girls’ Hits List in 1986 to highlight galleries and critics who—by
that time—were “making things better for women artists” by devoting “at least 30% of
their shows (1984–5) one-person reviews and feature articles (1979–85) to women”
(figure 12). Paula Cooper is one of the fourteen galleries listed, along with two female
artists cooperative galleries (A.I.R. and SoHo 20) and amongst several other female
dealers (Pam Adler, Monique Knowlton, Kathryn Markel, Deborah Sharpe, Bernice
Steinbaum, and Barbara Toll).
In 1991 Cooper said, “I am a feminist. I mean, I am a woman and I believe women
should be equal. And we’re not. But I suppose different people have different ways of acting on
this.”68 About the women’s movement she said:
I’ve never gotten involved with the women’s movement because I am just too
busy doing what I do. It’s a struggle as a woman! I don’t have the time to go
bicker at meetings and to argue about philosophical, sociological issues. I talk
about them with my friends. But I do believe in activism, that’s the way things
seem to get done, finally. You just bring people’s attention to things and you fight
for them.69
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In addition to feminism, she supported initiatives such as artist’s contracts, which give
artists more control over their artworks even once they have entered collections. Krebs wrote:
“With Mrs. Cooper, talk of the new feminist activism among artists, such as in the founding of
the cooperative gallery AIR, soon led to what seemed to strike her as a more central topic—the
new activism on the part of all artists, men and women—of which she heartily approves.”70
Among critic, collectors and within the feminist ranks, a prominent debate emerged: did
women create art that looks or feels differently than that produced by men? As more female
artists gathered in cooperative galleries and exhibitions devoted exclusively to women increased,
several spokespersons, notably Lippard, proposed the idea of a “feminist” or “female” aesthetic
in art and art making. She posited the idea that women had a shared lived experience or
sensibility that was innately coded into their work. In some cases, it might be distinguished by
such traits that had been stereotypically linked to women—everything from yonic imagery,
sewing, domestic themes, even the color pink. In 1973, Lippard argued that the women’s
movement had helped to liberate such free-associations and stereotypes; they could be adapted at
will, as an empowering, rather than denigrating, aspect of their art.71 The notion of a feminine
aesthetic—like that of a masculine one—was the subject of much conversation and published
criticism. There were even questionnaires and polls in magazines with respondents weighing in
with their opinions.72
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Perhaps one of the reasons Cooper did not align herself with the movement was that she
and her artists were unified in their adamant dismissal of such gender-binary stereotypes. In 1977
Cooper said:
I’ve always been against that idea that women’s art is different from men’s art.
That really doesn’t interest me very much. Every individual has deep
psychological reasons why they do the things they do… why they make their art
the way they do. Art is a very personal thing and all that stuff comes out in your
work; it’s got to—it’s a part of you. And I’m very against this dividing men artists
from women artists and women artists from men artists and California artists from
east coast artists. Sure there are different sensibilities. A lot of people think Alan
Shields is a woman because he uses a sewing machine and his colors are very
beautiful. And a lot of people think Jackie Winsor is a man because she uses very
heavy materials and she thinks in a certain way. I’m not interested in that and I
have never worked with a woman artist because she was a woman. It’s because
I’ve really respected her art.73
Murray expressed the same sentiment:
You see, I don’t believe there’s such a thing as ‘women’s art.’ It’s a distasteful
phrase, like any other categorization of art. If some women choose to push
feminist images or make quilt art, that’s fine, but I’m not interested in doing that.
If the feminist emphasis seems too calculated. I find the art hard to take. I see my
own work as androgynous. Art is about the male and female components in all of
us. Art is sexy, but it doesn’t have sex. When you think of great paintings, you
don’t think this image is masculine, that one feminine. Some images are rigorous,
others softer.74
Benglis opined, “I’ve always thought of women’s rights as a humanist issue. Unless these rights
are recognized and accepted by both men and women, they’re meaningless. We’re made up of
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both genders really, nothing is black or white, you know. It’s of no interest to me to put labels on
things.”75 Winsor said, “I think art making is a fairly androgynous activity. It addresses a bigger
issue than our genital identification. I think it addresses our humanity and the experiences we
have.”76 Though Cooper and the four female artists in her roster did not individually or
collectively traffic in the idea of a ‘female’ aesthetic, although their art was often used by others
to promote a feminist agenda or interpreted through theories of gender difference.
Cooper, Benglis, Winsor, and Murray each identified as feminists, and described certain
works as directly related to their gender, but they did not believe in the idea of a collective
“feminine sensibility” that could be automatically gleaned from or layered upon artworks made
by women. As a point of pride, Cooper recalled hosting an event at her gallery focused on
women artists:
Not one of my artists was mentioned, invited. It was like they didn’t exist in this
women’s world—I think a lot of it is because they were abstract artists [sic], part
of it. And maybe part of it was that they were doing okay. […] But I thought, isn’t
that interesting? My artists don’t really... and you know what? Good! I’m glad.
They were very independent, in their way. They were not stuck in a women’s
artist thing. They were artists. [...] That’s the goal. They’re artists, not just women
artists.77
Not by chance, perhaps, Cooper chose to represent four artists whose work had nothing in
common with one another: two were redefining the making and materials of sculpture (Benglis
and Winsor) and two painters challenging traditions of pictorial surface and support (Bartlett and
Murray). By avoiding labels or stereotypes, even as they subscribed to the feminist agenda and
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equal rights, the artists and their dealer directed the focus towards the materials and process of
the artworks themselves, the ideas behind them, and the challenge they put to presiding styles of
art, namely abstract expressionism, pop, and more recently, minimalism.
It is interesting to consider if this gender-neutral identity on the issue of readable content
and aesthetics helped or hindered the progress of these four artists’ careers. Cooper’s deliberate
“blindness” to gender in some ways made for a more powerful stance than a blatant
acknowledgement of, or drawing attention to, the women in her stable as women artists. In
contrast, Hoffman Gallery mounted the exhibition A Women’s Group in 1974, which included
Harmony Hammond, Sarah Draney, Patsy Norvell, Jenny Snider, and Louise Fishman. Critic
Susan Heinemann covered the exhibition in Artforum:
to discuss the group show at the Nancy Hoffman Gallery—labeled ‘a women’s
group’—in terms of feminism would be to create artificially separate standards
for women’s art. The artists represented are primarily involved with issues raised
by other art. None of them, not even Harmony Hammond with her braided rugs, a
traditional woman’s craft, seriously questions, ‘What does it mean to be a
woman? Is my perspective different as a woman?’ Not that I am advocating this
approach for all female artists—it’s just the only valid criterion I can see for
titling a show ‘a women’s group,’ or have you seen ‘a men’s group’ lately?78
Cooper never grouped her female four in ways tied to their sex. Instead, even in group
exhibitions, she put artists in conversations with other artists: for instance, Lynda Benglis, Gary
Dubosen, Alan Shields (September 20–October 15, 1969), Drawing Exhibitions (which included
Benglis, Rockburne, David Novros, Robert Grosvenor, Julian Lethbridge, and Castoro;
December 1, 1970–January 31, 1971), and Marilyn Lenkowsky, Elizabeth Murray, John
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Torreano (April 6–May 1, 1974). Cooper said she actively disagrees with the idea of exhibitions
or institutions focused only on female artists, feeling that it is “segregation” and “insulting.”79
Though a powerful person in her field, Cooper was not spared sexism and
operated from within the subservient status on a patriarchal society. Interestingly, as
Gladstone articulated, dealing art could be a non-threatening place for women to be
entrepreneurs, but as the art market became an increasingly lucrative business, one built
on risky speculation, dealers such as herself and Cooper became make or break forces in
collectors’ investments. Women were equals in building and sustaining an aggressive
market.
Cooper made her mark with her gallery and the artists she sustained and
promoted. To treat the male and female artists in her roster equally was—for the early
1970s—a radical venture. On might argue that it was a deliberate and shrewd strategy to
avoid an association with feminine or feminist art. Such gender politics ensured, perhaps,
the “seriousness” and longevity of her own enterprise and the careers of her female
artists. Though Cooper showed and continues to show female artists, the following
section will provide an in-depth investigation into her relationship with and dealing
strategies for Benglis, Winsor, Bartlett, and Murray—all artistic trailblazers in their own
rights.

79

Cooper, interview with the author, April 13, 2021.

79

CHAPTER 4: Lynda Benglis Makes a Splash at the Paula Cooper Gallery

In addition to being a controversial figure in the feminist art movement, Lynda Benglis
(b. 1941, Lake Charles, Louisiana) is known for her radical reimagining of action and processoriented artwork. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, she poured pigmented liquid latex and
polyurethane foam onto studio and gallery floors and walls to create artworks that eluded
definition as either painting or sculpture. They capture the quality of liquid paint, frozen midgesture in layers of color—pooled, oozed, and dripped. Though not site specific (in that they are
moved and displayed at will), the poured pieces, or “pours,” were nonetheless determined by the
spaces in which they first flowed and congealed. Paula Cooper presented and promoted Benglis’s
earliest works. In 1969, she became one of the first artists that Cooper exclusively represented.
As exhibitions at the gallery made clear, Benglis’s emphasis on process and the resulting
negation of structured, geometric form quickly set her apart from her minimalist peers (who were
overwhelming male). As a result, both the dealer and the artist were at the forefront of a seachange in the making and display of contemporary art.
Benglis moved to New York in 1964, after she finished her BFA at Newcomb College,
New Orleans. She met Cooper soon after she arrived. The Paula Johnson Gallery was near
Hunter College, where Benglis was taking graduate courses.1 Cooper recalled that she visited the
gallery often: “we would have long talks about all that was going on. She was very intense, very
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serious. At that time there were hardly any women artists showing in galleries.”2 For her part,
Benglis later recounted:
I met [Paula] for the first time because she had a little gallery. [...] She had an
interest in unusual works. She showed different painters in her own apartment on
the Upper East Side, and took over Park Place, because she was voted to do so.
People liked her, and still do love her. She has the type of personality… that’s
firm, and she knows what she wants, and she doesn’t hesitate when she likes
something. She commits to it. I found that true. I showed with her and got started
with her, and I found that true of her since I’ve known her.3
When the Paula Johnson Gallery closed, the two remained in contact, and Benglis
visited her at Park Place, where she noted admiringly that Cooper “knew all about the
artists.”4 Though they were friends, Cooper did not see her work until about five years
later, when Benglis became one of the few gallery assistants at the Paula Cooper Gallery
in SoHo—helping with everything from typing correspondence to sweeping the floor.5
Cooper refused to learn how to type, and so, when she opened her SoHo gallery in the
autumn of 1968 Benglis took on the role of secretary and factotum. “I wasn’t much good
at doing letters or filing,” Benglis recalled, “but I liked talking to Paula a lot and I didn’t
mind sweeping the floor and so forth. It was a good way to get to know her.”6 She
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“needed money to be able to live and make her art,” Cooper recounted. “It was quite an
experience having her come in. Even typing a letter turned into a comic event of some
sort. She had her mind completely on her art.”7
When she finally did visit Benglis’s studio, Cooper saw the oblong, vertically
oriented wax paintings she was creating at that time. Often untitled, they consist of a
wooden panel coated with layers upon layers of slightly translucent, colored wax (figure
13). The surfaces range from smooth gradations of color in soft encaustic to intricate
dribbles and mounds with narrow, but deep, channels between them, textures which she
exacerbated with a blowtorch. In 1991, Benglis said: “I wanted to make something
different than the guys, something more organic, something that […] called attention to
the surface, something that related to my body. […] These were the paintings that Paula
took.”8 Cooper hung some of the wax paintings behind the desk at the gallery and
included them in her third exhibition, a group show predominantly comprised of
drawings (Drawing Exhibition, January 11–February 4, 1969; figure 14). Personal
favorites of the dealer’s, they were frequently in the gallery’s group exhibitions and
Cooper often mentioned them in interviews. A 1971 photograph shows Cooper smiling,
holding one in the gallery (figure 15). As Benglis started to produce larger, more
ambitious sculptures, Cooper staged solo exhibitions of her works and became her
exclusive dealer.
In the late-1960s Benglis began pouring cans of liquid rubber latex colored with
neon, DayGlo pigments directly onto the floor. She directed the shape and composition
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by layering colors alongside and on top of one another and allowing the slope of uneven
floors and gravity to partially determine the final form of the artwork. Once dried, the
thin skins of material were removed from the floors (often in friends’ and fellow artists’
larger studios) for display as independent objects. In the spring of 1969, Whitney
Museum curators Marcia Tucker and James Monte planned to include Benglis’s recent
work in Anti-Illusion: Procedures/Materials, a group exhibition at the museum (May 19–
July 6, 1969). Though she is featured in the catalogue, Benglis withdrew from the show
in the final stages of exhibition planning. Once the curators saw the large scale and bright
color of Contraband (1969; figure 16), the pour she had created for the show, they
balked. They wanted to separate it from the other works in the exhibition and proposed
displaying it on a ramp, which Benglis felt ruined the intent. She later explained that the
artwork “was about gravity, it was about walking around the piece,” neither of which was
part of the Whitney’s proposed installation. She continued: “I realized it was a very
important show but I could not do something that was counter to the way the piece was
meant to be perceived.”9 Instead, she displayed a smaller poured piece entitled Bounce
(1969) at the Bykert Gallery as part of a group show that also included Chuck Close,
Richard Van Buren, and David Paul (May 20–June 20, 1969).10 In Artforum, Emily
Wasserman wrote a full paragraph on Benglis’s “protoplasmic mat,” acknowledging that
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“matter and method have been so strikingly singularized” but finding that it did “not quite
manage to fully justify its own material objectification or procedure.”11
In the fall of 1969, Cooper included Benglis in the first exhibition at her gallery that was
neither presented by an outside curator nor comprised predominantly of Park Place alumni, a
three-person show: Lynda Benglis, Gary Dubosen, Alan Shields (September 20–October 15).
Though there are no installation views, reviews suggest that Cooper represented each artist with
one, large-scale artwork.12 For Benglis, Cooper chose Contraband, the poured painting which
had originally been intended for Anti-Illusion: Procedures/Materials. This “fallen painting,” as
the pours are sometimes defined, has long pooling ribbons of neon orange, pink, green, yellow,
and blue and measures more than thirty-three feet long and, at some points, nine or so feet
wide.13 The Cooper show was a breakthrough moment for Benglis: Contraband blurred the
boundaries between painting and sculpture, hard and soft, high art and spectacle. Perhaps it was
the scale, the installation, or simply the taste of the reviewer, but Robert Pincus-Witten, a key
proponent of postminimalism wrote, “I was impressed […] The intriguing figure-ground
problem (‘mat’ to floor), the comparative thinness, the sheer intractability, the messy color (often
a marbleized murkiness like children’s colored clays after they have been abandoned) affected
me sharply.”14 A few months later, the curatorial team at the Whitney (which included Tucker
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and Monty) chose a smaller poured piece, Bullit (1968–69), for the 1969 Annual Exhibition:
Contemporary American Painting (Whitney Museum, December 16, 1969–February 1, 1970).15
Cooper immediately followed the Whitney annual with Benglis’s first New York
solo exhibition and her first in a commercial gallery: Lynda Benglis (February 8–March
4, 1970).16 The presentation emphasized the artist’s shift from the flat, thin so-called
“mats” to sculptural poured pieces, one of which, Untitled (1970), Cooper chose as the
black-and-white image for the printed invitation. The sculpture occupies a corner of the
gallery and consists thick foam that was poured, in layers. As each layer hardened,
Benglis added another, building the sculpture vertically and integrating different colors.
Thus, Untitled forms a dripping pyramid or oozing eruption frozen in time, with the
joining walls seeming both to support and contain it. The show featured several iterations
on this theme, exemplified by four captured in an installation photograph: two occupied
corners of the room (like Untitled, though monochrome); another created a kind of
rainbow against a flat wall; the fourth appeared as a free-standing seemingly floppy
mound of Play-Do in the round (figure 17). Jean-Louis Bourgeois’s positive review for
Artforum used implicitly gendered terms to describe the sculptures: “Painterly and rich,
they seemed the resurrection of extraordinary craft by a slower, gentler sensibility [italics
mine], an event to enjoy and herald.”17
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Under Cooper’s aegis, such new anti-form sensibilities, “gentle” or not, became
an asset. During the exhibition’s run, Life magazine published color photographs of
Benglis in her studio, pouring neon liquid from large buckets (figure 18).18 The spread
was part of an article about Benglis, Richard Van Buren (who started showing with
Cooper in May of 1970), and Eva Hesse; entitled “Fling, Dribble, and Drip.” The text
positioned them and the ways they made their art as following in the footsteps of long
deceased, but still mythic, action painter, Jackson Pollock with an obvious allusion to the
photo essay on Pollock in the same magazine, some twenty years earlier.19 As excellent
publicity for a mass audience, the Life magazine feature claimed, “Nobody knows exactly
what to call this free-flowing art. It has been variously described as ‘anti-form,’ ‘antiillusion’ and ‘process’ art. It obviously opposes the severely geometric ‘minimal’
sculpture of the ‘60s.”20 The point was not only that a woman was now flinging the paint:
it threw the spotlight on Benglis as a leader of a new artistic movement that focused on
process and formless material. In 1971, Pincus-Witten’s term “postminimalism” came to
describe this style of, and approach to, artmaking. He defined the earliest stage as an
“expressionist revival of painterly issues” that was often applied to sculptures. He wrote:
“expressive painterliness was accompanied by a refreshed focus on personality and
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colorism […] Often, the eccentricity of the substances they used was a means whereby
the artist could be identified,” i.e., Benglis’s foam.21
Cooper followed this solo exhibition with one almost annually through 1976 and every
two to three years through the mid-1990s, in addition to including Benglis in group shows at the
gallery.22 This strategy, while not unusual, was generous; most galleries followed biannual
exhibition schedule for artists in their rosters. As Benglis’s processes and ideas evolved and she
continued to create different series of works using new materials and forms, the frequent
exhibitions allowed audiences, critics, and collectors to observe the developments in her art in
real time.
Cooper’s next Benglis show, held September 25–October 21, 1971, premiered a largescale polyurethane form installation: Pinto (1971; figure 19). Unlike her previous show, Benglis
no longer built her sculptures from the ground up. Instead, she developed a method that allowed
her to start high up on the wall and pour downward to created magnificent cascades of
polyurethane foam that were suspended within the gallery space. These installations were made
in situ. Benglis created shaped chicken wire armatures that were propped from below with
wooden two by fours and positioned so they were resting against the chosen wall. She covered
the armature in plastic, then poured viscous liquid polyurethane foam onto it from buckets. As
each pour dried, she added another, sometimes in a different color—for Pinto she used black and
white. Once the piece was finished, she allowed it to dry and then removed the wood, wire, and
plastic supports. Thus, ethereal, animated cascades—anchored at different highs on the gallery
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walls—protrude dramatically into the gallery space, with a look both primordial and sci-fi, but
certainly like no other previous form of sculptural reliefs.23
Pinto comprises seven segments of poured foam and filled the full wall of Cooper’s
gallery. She also displayed a smaller, narrower, single pour Floor Murr (1970) similarly made,
but with phosphorescent pigment added to the foam so the piece glowed when the gallery was
dark.24 In the New York Times, Peter Schjeldahl proclaimed, “Lynda Benglis is a practically
Wagnerian sculptural dramaturgist in the strange medium of tough, light polyurethane foam—
and incidentally one of the most intriguing and original young artists of the moment.”25 The
novelty of the approach and scale of the installations made these works ideal for inclusion in
museum exhibitions. In 1971 Benglis displayed Phantom at the Kansas State University Union
Art Gallery, Manhattan, Kansas (February 4–March 13); For and Against (For Klaus) at Vassar
College Art Gallery, Poughkeepsie (May 1–June 6); Adhesive Products at the Walker Art Center,
Minneapolis (May 18–July 25); For Darkness at the Milwaukee Art Center (June 19–August 8);
a photo of which appears on the announcement for the aforementioned Cooper exhibition,
showing that Cooper promoted her gallery shows through museum ones); and Polyurethane
Foam, Two-Component System featured Totem at the Hayden Gallery, Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, Cambridge, Massachusetts (November 8–December 17).26 Though some are no
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longer extant, others entered into the museums’ collections. The exhibitions introduced Benglis’s
work to northeastern and mid-western audiences and collectors, but it wasn’t until Cooper
mounted a solo exhibition that a Benglis sculpture of this nature was on view in New York.27
The 1971 exhibition revealed Benglis to be an installation artist: while this creative
direction increased interest in her art, it created a deterrent for private collectors. As with other
installation art—a new spatial and experiential reality since minimalism—Benglis’s large pours
by nature challenged the “culture industry” of collectable, salable, art. To compensate, Cooper
also offered smaller more portable pieces: she hung a selection of Benglis’s wall-mounted wax
paintings in the adjacent gallery space—those which, in the early days of the Cooper gallery, she
had shown behind her desk. Schjeldahl described their surfaces as “a minutely intricate
honeycomb of blobs and rivulets alive with numberless delicate, novel, astonishingly beautiful
hues.”28 Though the bravura and strangeness of the pour pieces drew the most critical attention,
the more modestly sized pieces—scaled to the length of the artist’s arm—proved desirable to
both private collectors and museums. In 1970–71 Cooper sold at least eight wax pieces to private
collectors (increasing their prices slowly from $350 in February 1970 to $750 by October 1971),
and three polyurethane pieces (two to one private collection, one to a gallery, each at $1,000).29
In 1972 the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis purchased the wax painting, Excess (1971; see
figure 13). A feature article in from the February 27, 1972 issue of the Democrat and Chronicle,

27

Benglis recalled that Floor Murr “just cracked one day” at the gallery. Benglis, oral history, 2018, p. 6.

28

Schjeldahl, “Art,” p. 23.

29

Sales Invoices, box 48, Financial Records, Paula Cooper Gallery. Park Place, The Gallery of Art Research, Inc.
records and Paula Cooper Gallery records, 1961–2006, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution
Washington, D.C.

89

a Rochester, New York based newspaper, remarked that “Lynda’s gallery, Paula Cooper, has had
more requests for her work than she cares to fill at the moment.”30
By association with Benglis, an artist she represented from the beginning of her career,
Cooper and her gallery advanced the status of women artists at large, and the ways in which their
art seemed to bend the canon. Though she disavowed the essentialism of a “feminine aesthetic,”
Cooper could not control critical reception nor the reading in––or out––of binary gender tropes.
Contextualizing Benglis’s distinct break with the historically male-dominated traditions of
painting and sculpture, Linda Nochlin reflected, “At a crucial moment within the burgeoning
feminist movement, these solidified ‘pours,’ as they came to be called, literally flowed with the
sheer energy of women’s liberation.”31 Significantly, by breaking with minimalism’s hard edges,
sleek surfaces, and industrial materials—often characterized as masculine—emerging forms of
process art in the late 1960s were perceived in opposition, as a product of feminism. In his 1977
book Postminimalism, Pincus-Witten argued: “The new style’s relationship to the Women’s
Movement cannot be overly stressed; many of its formal attitudes and properties, not to mention
its exemplars, derive from methods and substances that hitherto had been sexistically [sic] tagged
as female or feminine, whether or not the work had been made by women,” a forthright analysis
that separated the feminist cause from gender fallacies.32
Benglis was well aware of her art’s “difference” from that of her male, minimalist
friends, but also acknowledge some similar disruptive tendencies. She created a floor-based pour
entitled For Carl Andre (1970; collection of the Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth). Its
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slouching form clearly riffs and evokes the same challenge to the power and hierarchy embodied
by tall, vertical sculptures that Andre’s horizontal sculptures that were displayed directly on the
floor first established.33 In addition, by highlighting Andre as her peer in the 1970s arts
community she reminded the public that, in her own words there is not a “female art world” and
“male art world,” but exchanges of ideas across gender, despite the glaring reality that art made
by men was shown more widely and, more often than not, described and, thus, viewed
differently.34
Critics and curators drew even more overt associations with gender politics from
Benglis’s work in the mid-1970s, undoubtably because she had begun to use her body in her
videos and photographs. Though Cooper recognized video art was quite important and frequently
saw it at The Kitchen, she did not feel it was a focus for her gallery. At that time, she considered
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video its own discipline—much like photography once was—separate from fine art.35
Nevertheless, in 1973, Cooper presented an exhibition of Benglis’s videos, which played with
the new technology to present layered images, mirroring, pulsing lights, and television static to
explore time and the body. Castelli also showed Benglis’s videos as part of his gallery’s
dedicated video program.36 Benglis recalled: “Leo might have shown me. But I didn’t want to
leave Paula.”37 At this time Benglis was recruited by the California Institute of the Arts (CalArts)
and moved to Santa Clarita, near Los Angeles from 1973–78. In 2015 she said: “the fellow that
was head of the department there said to me, and this is kind of how it was then, he said, ‘Lynda
Benglis you are the one we need there because you are really doing something,’ as if all women
did was complain, and that’s what he felt.”38
In 1974, Benglis staged photographs of herself in sendups of personas related to gender
stereotypes. She considered these artworks and specifically chose to use them on announcement
cards and as magazine advertisements for her exhibitions. In one, she donned a pleated skirt and
decorated jacket posing as a Greek soldier (December 1973); in another she wore a pinstripe suit
jacket and sunglasses and leaned commandingly against her Porsche (1974); in a third she
performed the role of a pinup girl in a contrapposto pose with her arms over her head, back to the
audience, topless, wearing heels with her jeans crumpled down around her ankles (1974). Then,
the woman who had been publicized in Life magazine wearing wide-leg pants and a turtleneck
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while wielding a bucket of paint, slicked her hair back, oiled her naked body, and posed with
nothing but sunglasses and a large dildo (figure 20). As such, she challenged the historical
representation of the woman in art as a reclining nude, seizing the image of active artist with her
own agency, then as artist-as-subject who overtly, seriously, and humorously demanded one’s
attention. This image straddled the line between unapologetic feminism and sexual exploitation
and continues to be, in Richard Meyer words, “both a formal experiment and a critical
provocation” part of her “wider investigation into the visual and material appeal of vulgarity.”39
Dave Hickey wrote: “At the time, on the street, the photograph was a great, serious joke, a
confirmation of Benglis’s bodily agenda, a slap at the male egos with whom Benglis contended,
an acknowledgement of the androgyny toward which the art world had been tending.”40 Benglis
later reflected: “It was a study of the objectification of the self, myself in relation to the subject
of the pinup.”41
Benglis conceived this photograph specifically to accompany the article on her work by
Pincus-Witten, that would be written for the November 1974 Artforum.42 She wanted it to be the
centerfold within the article and offered to pay for the printing, but the editors refused because
they felt the editorial pages of the magazine should not be for sale.43 (They did, however, publish
her pinup girl image as an illustration in the article, which Cooper had used as the gallery
announcement card for Benglis’s summer 1974 exhibition.) Benglis was also barred from
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submitting the photograph for their advertisement pages as an individual. Thus, Cooper added
her gallery’s name to the image and took out an advertisement purportedly for the exhibition of
Benglis’s wall-mounted metal sculptures of knots (despite the fact that the exhibition had closed
several months prior).
The dealer recalled, “I was on the phone every day with ad people. They’d tell me ‘the
printers don’t want to print it.’ ‘Charlie [Artforum publisher Charles Cowles] doesn’t want his
mother to see it.’ Every day was fraught with… something.”44 Ultimately, Artforum managing
editor Angela Westwater insisted—and involved a lawyer—that the printers in Pennsylvania
who had refused to make plates for the ad could not censor the magazine’s material (ironic given
the magazine’s original refusal of Benglis’s photograph).45 The centerfold appeared in the first
pages of the magazine, before the table of contents: two thirds of the spread was black and
Benglis’s photograph, in portrait orientation, filled the right-most side of the right-hand page.
Small white letters at the top left read: “Lynda Benglis courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery
copyright © 1974 Photo: Arthur Gordon.”46 Benglis wanted to maintain full control over what
she saw as her artwork, so she insisted on paying for the $2,436 advertisement herself.47 In
October, however, she asked Cooper to help her contact collectors with outstanding payments to
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gather the funds.48 Together artist and dealer made it happen and the photograph appeared in the
November 1974 issue, along with Pincus-Witten’s article.
In backing Benglis’s creative risks, Cooper took her own risk as a dealer, potentially
alienating powerful critics and editors, whose favorable and frequent coverage insured the rise of
artists’ careers. Critics played a significant role in determining the values and hierarchies of
contemporary art and in identifying new trends.49 In the wake of the advertisement, Artforum
editors Lawrence Alloway, Max Kozloff, Rosalind Krauss, Joseph Masheck, and Annette
Michelson published an open letter and resigned in protest (Krauss and Michelson, with painter
and critic Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe, then formed the journal October).50 Notably, in the following
year Artforum ran no reviews of exhibitions at the Cooper Gallery. In March of 1975 a male
reader wrote to the magazine stating that Benglis “should be tarred and feathered, and Paula
Cooper and Artforum should be put in the public stocks.”51 In 1974, the New York Times reported
that people came into Cooper’s gallery to ask her specifically about the advertisement.52
Cooper was unfazed. Benglis had made casts of the double headed dildo from her
advertisement in different metals which she arranged to create artworks like Smile (1974) and
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Parenthesis (1975). Unrepentant, Cooper and Benglis used a photograph of Parenthesis—for
which two of the dildos, one aluminum, one lead, are facing each other to form the shape of
closed parenthesis “( )”—as the announcement card for Benglis’ next show (figure 21). About
these bronze “members,” Hilton Kramer jabbed:
It does not add much to the esthetic treasures of Western civilization, but it does
tell us a good deal, I think, about the confusion of art and publicity in a career like
Miss Benglis’s. It is no worse, I suppose, than some of Jasper Johns’s work in this
vein, and there is certainly no lack of tradition for this sort of thing. Since
Duchamp, it has been one of the staples of the modern movement. And one must
be careful, of course, not to deny women artists the right to be as trivial and self‐
important as their male colleagues.53
For Benglis, the provocation in Artforum had a lasting impact on her career and furthered
complicated her relationship with the women’s movement. Some saw this image as
revolutionary, while others—including the Artforum editors—found it regressive. New York
Magazine reported in 1975, “What Lynda Benglis had the daring to do in a blatant, media hip
way reflects a revolution among women in general.”54 When asked decades later how she felt
about being an icon in feminist art history, Benglis replied, “Very uncomfortable! I always felt
like I was some kind of prisoner walking the line there. Then, as now, I would consider myself a
humorist and, above all, a humanist. But, you know, I rode the feminist wave back then anyway,
so I suppose it makes sense.”55 At the time, she said the ad was “an allusion: a woman has to do
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everything herself, she has to both accept and laugh at her sexuality and go ahead and make
art.”56 More recently, she reflected:
It was about the time of the movement—the feminist movement. It was about the
time with everybody talking about numbers—numbers of women in shows,
numbers—you know, getting the quota. It was all such a self-conscious time. And
I was not involved with quotas. I was not involved with going to meetings. I was
not involved with rules. Rules are made to be broken. […] I was trying to
investigate what it was—who was whose object, so to speak.”57
If the Artforum affair offended some critics, it also brought Benglis to the
attention of major institutions. The Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) purchased her
knotted sculpture Victor (1974; figure 22), the first Benglis for their collection, directly
from the 1975 solo exhibition that followed Benglis’s Artforum centerfold. Later, curator
Nora Lawrence wrote: “Although there is no documentation of the reaction within the
walls of the Museum to the Artforum incident, it is certainly likely that it brought Benglis
to MoMA’s attention as an artist of historical importance.”58 This exhibition and the
preceding one focused on the artist’s metalized knots: wall mounted sculptures
constructed of tubes of chicken wire, first covered in cheesecloth, then plaster and
manipulated by Benglis while they were still wet and malleable. She literally tied the
tubes into loose, hanging knots with long ends, sometimes using multiple tubes. She then
worked with airplane technicians to spraying layers of different metals on the surface and
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finished them herself with colored paint and sometimes sparkles.59 She feels like these
knots capture different personalities and gives them people’s names as titles—often of
her friends. Lawrence pointed out that, compared to her Artforum photograph, Victor was
tame and apolitical: it “concealed sexual reference within the indirect language of
abstraction, perhaps thus making it palatable to the Museum’s habitually apolitical
tastes.”60 So while the photograph brought Benglis to MoMA’s attention, they focused on
her more abstract, less controversial artworks.61
Cooper’s 1975 exhibition also included the artwork of the same year titled
Primary Structures (Paula’s Props) (figure 23). The first half of the title is a cheeky, if
obvious, allusion to the famous exhibition at the Jewish Museum in 1966 that ushered in
minimalism. The work consists of a rumpled velvet blue fabric, a potted tree placed
directly on the ground, with several short neoclassical columns placed on and around the
fabric.62 Three are silver: one is jaggedly broken in half—the bottom remains standing
while the top rests horizontally on the ground nearby, a toy car—Benglis’s Porsche—sits
on another, the third holds nothing at all. The white column supports a plastic blossoming
lilac, potted in a white pot. Ann-Sargent Wooster observed that Benglis created
“a memento mori for traditional historical attitudes about the display of sculpture.”63 A
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fitting reference both to her own work, but also to Cooper’s championing of
postminimalist artists that followed the same pursuit. Kramer dubbed this work the “piece
de resistance” of the exhibition; he wrote, “It looks silly, and it is silly—an artist’s
polemic addressed to, and against, other artists; a protest perhaps against masculine art
styles (is the lilac to be taken as a symbol of the female principle triumphing over the
broken male principle?), and something of an in‐joke about the taste and history of the
Paula Cooper Gallery itself.”64
Though Benglis had moved to California, the artist and dealer remained in very close
contact.65 In 1976, Cooper opened a temporary outpost of her gallery at 669 La Cienega, Los
Angeles. This had been the gallery of dealer Rico Mizuno and Cooper’s friend Helen Tworkov,
daughter of artist Jack Tworkov, moved to California for the duration to helped her run the
gallery.66 Cooper had never been to California, but realized that the Los Angeles market was an
opportunity for herself and her artists: “nobody out there was showing the artists I show. And I
thought, hell, I’ll do it myself. And I can do it better because I know their work better.”67
Benglis’s solo exhibition ran from May 1–22, 1976; the announcement proudly
proclaimed “Louisiana artist, Lynda Benglis shows in N.Y. Gallery located here in L.A.”68 The
exhibition featured at least three of Benglis’s metal knots. The show was listed in the calendar
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section of the Los Angeles Times and positively reviewed by Henry J. Seldis.69 Cooper thus
introduced Benglis’s work to California collections; her sculpture Lambda (1972/1973) was
acquired by the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art in 1979. After a year, however, Cooper
dissolved the California gallery for three reasons: her own exhaustion at trying to manage cross
continental spaces; the feeling that she had accomplished her intention, “Artists who I thought
should show out there got shown”; and the observation that Benglis thrived better in New York:
“when she was here [in New York], there was more happening for her. And that’s an honest
assessment of a situation I know of firsthand.”70
In these six years (from Benglis’s first solo show with Cooper in New York, to her show
in California), Cooper’s frequent and focused exhibitions ensured that art critics across
publications noted Benglis’s direct references to, and rebellions against, minimalism. The works
and publicity for the exhibitions emphasized the artist’s novel, humorous, and subversive
practice, most notably, her upending of medium specificity by blurring painting and sculpture.
Cooper also supported Benglis’s exploration of gender and role-playing, which resulted in
published photographs that were perceived as feminist and political artistic statements. These
helped bring the artist’s career to the attention of prominent institutions, which subsequently
collected her work—from Cooper’s exhibitions—for their permanent collections. In addition,
Cooper’s coordination of northeast and mid-west museum exhibitions and California gallery
show established Benglis across America. Benglis continued to show at the Paula Cooper
Gallery for a total of twenty-five years, and the artist and dealer remain very close friends.
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CHAPTER 5: Coiled and Ready, Jackie Winsor at the Paula Cooper Gallery

Vera Jacqueline Winsor (b. 1941, St. John’s, Newfoundland, Canada), personally and
professionally known as Jackie Winsor, made visible the labor and skill involved in manipulating
often heavy and unwieldy early building materials to create carefully crafted and intriguing
sculptures. Rather than adopt the industrial steel, aluminum, iron, or glass of her immediate,
minimalist predecessors, she opted for natural and rustic materials: wood, rope, nails, and
concrete. Though approximating geometric solids—cubes and spheres, for example—the
detailed surface textures of her assemblages, when first exhibited, also explicitly countered the
smooth, machine-finished surfaces of minimalist works.1 Winsor was raised in a rural area where
physical labor and work ethic was important and demanded; she even helped to build the family
house.2 To make her sculptures, she used repetitive, physical processes—such as hammering
hundreds of nails into plywood for Nail Piece (1970) or wrapping yards of twine around wooden
branches in Bound Square (1972; figure 24). Later, Winsor incorporated traces of ephemeral
processes, such as combustion. In Burnt Piece (1977–78), she scorched a cube-shaped sculpture
constructed out of cement, wood, and wire mesh over a bonfire for five hours.3 Winsor added
that the scale of her pieces was conceived in direct relation to her body. She has described her
sculptures as “knee-high” or “waist-high,” used ropes as thick as a “bicep,” or as thin as the
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circumference of her “pinky finger,” and created sculptures like Cement Sphere (1971), which
approximated her own weight at the time of its making.4
Winsor moved to New York in 1967. She had attended the Yale University Summer
School of Art and Music in New Haven (1964), received her BFA from Massachusetts College
of Art, Boston (1965), and her MFA from Douglass College, the women’s college for liberal arts
at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, New Jersey (1967).5 In the city, Winsor and her thenhusband, artist Keith Sonnier, rented studios in a building they shared with the painters Joan
Snyder and Mark Berger at 105 Mulberry Street, near Canal Street.6
In the period just before she began showing with Cooper, Winsor had solo exhibitions at
the Douglass College Gallery (1968) and Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, Halifax,
Canada (1971). She was also included in several group shows of cutting-edge contemporary art,
such as Soft and Apparently Soft Sculpture, a traveling exhibition circulated by the American
Federation of Artists in 1968, curated by Lucy Lippard. The latter was an early advocate for
Winsor, and also chose her for 26 Contemporary Women Artists at the Aldrich Museum of
Contemporary Art in Ridgefield, Connecticut (April 18–June 13, 1971).7 Winsor’s emerging
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style was evident in Double Circle (1970–71; figure 25), which she showed at the Whitney’s
1970 Annual Exhibition: Contemporary American Sculpture (December 12, 1970–February 7,
1971). 8 To make Double Circle, she repeatedly twisted hemp to form both the material and the
shape: she worked until many thin strands coiled together to create a rope, then twisted that rope
until it rolled onto itself, forming a large coil that she shaped into a circle. She repeated the
process and stacked one coiled circle on the other—hence the title. It presaged a constant in her
sculpture: the sense of sheer weight and hence the strength needed to make, manipulate, and
move the heavy pieces of visually raw material.9 Lippard might have used the word “soft,” but
Winsor’s objects were anything but lightweight, easily malleable, or diaphanous. Her only
performance, Up and/or Downstairs Rope Piece at 112 Greene Street in New York (1971)
emphasized physical exertion: a female performer on the ground floor passed a long, thick,
quarter ton of rope through a hole in the ceiling to a man standing on the floor above, then the
man fed the rope back down to her, covering her body with it completely.
In the spring of 1972, Avalanche magazine featured Winsor in an interview with
filmmaker, writer, photographer, and media activist Liza Béar.10 In other words, the buzz around
Winsor and her work was just beginning when Cooper brought her into a gallery group show that
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year. She had also just been selected for Four Young Americans: Ann McCoy, Mary Miss, Ree
Morton, Jacqueline Winsor at the Allen Memorial Art Museum, Oberlin (April 29–May 27,
1973). In Winsor’s words, “the energy was sort of like generating out of the community at the
time, and those kinds of things were in the pot.”11 Her peer, the artist Mary Heilmann, added:
“The main thing about Jackie was that she never drank very much or did any drugs, so was
constantly alert and there in a way that was sometimes quite intimidating. [...] Of all of us, Jackie
was the one who never did anything embarrassing. She had tremendous dignity, was almost six
feet tall, beautiful, and was already successful.”12
Winsor attributed much of her work’s visibility to the women’s movement—particularly
her inclusion in the 1970 Biennial: “The women’s movement was certainly a godsend to me. The
first time I showed something publicly in a substantial way was at the Whitney Museum. They
were looking for women artists because they were being picketed by women artists. I happened
to be there at the right time, with a studio full of work, and was included. It was as simple as
that.”13 Though many curators and dealers would likely disagree with this assessment (they often
state that works are selected for quality, with no attention to the artist’s sex), it is true that the
number of women included in the Whitney annual exhibitions increased from less than 5 percent
in 1969 to nearly 22 percent in 1970, still far from parity.14 Many link this increase to protests by
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led by groups including the Ad Hoc Women's Committee of the Art Workers Coalition, Women
Artists in Revolution, and Women Students and Artists for Black Artists’ Liberation—all groups
that emerged in the 1970s as part of the women’s movement.15 As it happened, Winsor met
Cooper at a conference in Washington, D.C. that was organized in conjunction with the women’s
movement. “I don’t quite recall what she said [Cooper spoke at the conference], but I remember
liking her. I just called her up afterwards and she came over to my studio.”16
Cooper’s established roster of artists—which at that point, included Alan Shields, Lynda
Benglis, Robert Grosvenor, and Joel Shapiro—and the way in which the SoHo space could
display three-dimensional work attracted the artist. Winsor later stated: “The reason I was
interested in Paula was because she had a commitment to sculpture. She seemed to understand
and be willing to deal with the difficulties related to sculpture.”17 As was typical with the other
artists she came to represent exclusively, Cooper first included Winsor’s work in an untitled
group exhibition (June 6–23, 1972). Likewise, this showing included both artists she showed
frequently—Benglis, Joel Fisher, Grosvenor, Ulrich Rückriem, and Shapiro—and invited
artists—Karl Beveridge, Sol LeWitt, and Winsor. Cooper and Winsor chose Bound Square, an
approximately six-by-six-foot vertical sculpture made of four logs bound together with copious
amounts of wrapped twine at each corner (figure 24). The twining formed rounded corners, with
the empty central space resembling a large picture frame, propped against the wall. Roberta
Smith, despite the conflict of interest (she worked for the gallery at this time), reviewed the show
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for an Italian magazine Data. “The work was various and generally good, the installation
delightfully sparse,” opined Smith. “There has been a lot of stick-and-string sculpture this year;
Winsor’s piece [Bound Square] is about the best I have seen, because she uses her materials with
tremendous scale and simplicity.”18
The following year, Bound Grid (1971–72; figure 26) was one of the few sculptures
shown in the 1973 Whitney Biennial (Jan. 10–March 18, 1973), along with works by seven other
Cooper artists.19 Bound Grid similarly exemplified the “stick and string” approach. Ten vertical
branches cross ten horizontal ones (one of which splits into two), which Winsor bound with
spheres of wrapped twine at each intersecting point to create an irregular grid structure, propped
against the wall. The sculpture played circle against square, the pre-planned versus the ad-hoc,
system versus irregularity. One might argue that the creation of an irregular grid pitted gender
binaries of masculine and feminine against one another, or literally and figuratively entwined
them. Undoubtedly, the sculpture took the modernist paradigm of the grid as something
immutable, resolute, and standardized, to task.
When the gallery moved from Prince Street to a new location, 155 Wooster Street, in
1973, Winsor enjoyed one of the first shows in the space (October 20–November 14).20 Along
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with Bound Square, Cooper presented three additional sculptures made by wrapping twine
around solid forms, as well as three formed by coiling rope, and three constructed from nailing
and gouging plywood. They were placed throughout the large, open main room of the gallery,
directly on the ground or leaning against the walls (figure 27). As was typical of these new
hybrid art forms, bases and plinths, hallmarks of a sculpture’s verticality and hierarchy, were
shunned, and distance eradicated between the art and the viewer. James Mellow’s favorable
review in the New York Times underscored how Winsor utilized the inherent properties of her
mediums to determine the forms: “What makes this work more enterprising than that of many
sculptors of similar persuasion, is that Miss Winsor does not stop short with the oddness of the
materials, but draws upon their qualities of color and texture to very good effect.”21 The
anonymous review in Avalanche concurred: “This handsome well-spaced installation [...]
emphasized not only the individuality of each sculpture but also their warmth and dense physical
presence.”22
In addition an exhibition review in the January 1974 issue of Artforum by Jeremy GilbertRolfe, Bound Square was reproduced on the cover of the following issue.23 The February
magazine also contained a feature article on Winsor by Lippard, which the author reprinted two
years later in her landmark critical anthology on female artists, From the Center: Feminist
Essays on Women’s Art.24 According to the critic, the handmade qualities of the work along with

21

James R. Mellow, “‘Erotic Art’ Spans Time and Mores,” NYT, Nov. 3, 1973, p. 22.

22

“Winsor Solo,” Avalanche, no. 8 (Summer/Fall 1973), p. 66.

23

Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe, “Jackie Winsor,” Artforum 12, no. 5 (Jan. 1974).

24
Lucy Lippard, “Jackie Winsor,” Artforum 12, no. 6 (Feb. 1974), and cover. Reprinted in Lippard, From the
Center. Other essays in this text include “Sexual Politics: Art Style”; “Household Images in Art”; “What Is Female
Imagery”; “The Women’s Movement—What Next?”; and reviews of Eva Hesse, Jo Baer, Joan Mitchell, Hanne
Darboven, Ree Morton, Mary Miss, Judy Chicago, Rosemarie Castoro, Faith Ringgold, Yvonne Rainer, and others.
Winsor recalled that Lippard was an early supporter of her work: “Lucy used to go around to see people’s work a

107

the irregularities introduced by and naturally occurring in her materials—in particular the
saplings in Winsor’s Bound Grid—exemplify a larger trend in artworks made by women. She
wrote:
Many women artists working with geometry and obsessive repetition (at its
extreme, fragmentation), have come into their own by using a rectilinear
framework primarily to contradict it, or within which to perpetrate mysterious
rituals of process or emotive content. There is a certain pleasure in proving
oneself against perfection, or the order that runs the world, despoiling neat edges
and angles with “homemade” or natural procedures that relate back to the body
and personal experience.25
Cooper placed nearly every one of Winsor’s pieces from the show in museum collections.
Bound Square and Laminated Plywood (both 1973) were acquired by MoMA in 1974 and 1978,
respectively, while the Whitney bought Bound Logs (1972–73) in 1973/74. The National Gallery
of Australia in Canberra (NGA) purchased Plywood Square (1973) in 1974, while the
Department of Fine Arts, University of Colorado, Boulder acquired Double Circle (1970–71) in
1975.26 In 1973, dealer, patron, and curator, Donald Droll, donated Four Corners (1972) to the
Allen Memorial Art Museum at Oberlin College in honor of postminimalist sculptor Eva Hesse
who had recently died. Cooper astutely capitalized on Winsor’s growing accolades and coverage
in key art reviews, making sure that the artist’s works were acquired by public institutors as a
means of furthering the reputations of both artist and dealer.
The next solo exhibition at the gallery, Jackie Winsor: Sculpture (April 3–May 5, 1976),
focused on a new group of works, all of which explored empty cubes and three-dimensional
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grids (figures 28a, 28b). These sculptures shared the investment of time and labor with their
predecessors: for #1 Rope and #2 Copper (both 1976) Winsor connected forty-nine and thirty-six
vertical, narrow, cuboid pieces of wood, each just over three feet tall and arranged equidistant
from the others (as if balanced on the intersecting points of a grid), with hand wrapped balls of
hemp and copper wire, respectively. The bound material is suspended in layers, bisecting the
standing wooden pieces. For Fifty-Fifty (1975) she hammered tens of thousands of nails,
predrilled, and screwed wooden lattice work herself to forms the sides of the cube shaped
sculpture.27 What distinguishes these forms from the 1970–74 sculptures, aside from the solid
masses, are the square cut-outs or geometric gaps that viewers can peer through to see otherwise
hidden interiors. This exhibition was met with similar high regard. Nancy Foote noted, in
particular, the addition of the square apertures into the sculptures:
One could look into the cubes to appreciate their detailed construction, or move
around and see light through them. Moving around and altering one’s vantage
point produced a flickering quality as the spaces between the sticks were revealed
or obscured, giving the momentary sense of penetrating the dense forms, as well
as exposing the delicacy of their structure. […] Her simple shapes declare
themselves unequivocally. It is evident that the art of Winsor’s work is in its
making.28
Notable is the extent to which American museums, nationwide, either with or without
curators devoted specifically to “contemporary” art were closely watching activities in SoHo and
helping to create a strong market during the dire financial years in New York. The sculpture 55 x
55 (1975) was acquired by Albright-Knox Art Gallery, Buffalo in 1978; #2 Copper was
purchased by the HHK Charitable Foundation for Contemporary Art, Milwaukee (now in the
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collection of the Collection of the Akron Art Museum); and the San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art brought #1 Rope in 1977 into their collection. Though not on view in the exhibition,
1 x 1 Piece (1974), another cube shaped sculpture, this one made of long, narrow wooden blocks,
was acquired by the Detroit Institute of Arts in 1975 (DIA).29 Invoices for these acquisitions
were addressed to the attention of art historians and curators such as William Rubin (MoMA),
Albert Alhadeff and John D. Hoag (University of Colorado at Boulder), John Hallmark Neff
(DIA), and James Mollison (NGA, Canberra).
Winsor was an active participant in consciousness raising sessions and occasionally
feminist events or protests but, despite support she received from Lippard, did not consider her
art to be a vehicle for a feminist message or sensibility. Winsor—like many women in the arts—
found much needed friendship in the movement. She recalled, “when I first came to New York I
couldn’t identify two women artists, and I grew up in a family of women, and I was missing
them!”30 In addition to joining in protests against the meek representation of women artists in
museum exhibitions and gallery rosters, Winsor recalled that she and her cohort wanted to
disrupt the status quo at Max’s Kansas City, a popular SoHo bar known as “a hangout for guy
artists [… where] they had all the ‘important conversations.’” She said, “the dialogue that was
going on [at the women’s group meetings] is: how do you go to Max’s Kanas City without
getting your butt pinched? Right, how do you go; as a single woman you couldn’t get in.”31 In
terms of her artwork, however, Winsor maintained, “I have no interest in using politics as
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content in my work and I used up all my political will being a female artist on the front line of a
cultural war, insisting on being an artist and refusing to disappear.”32
Though Winsor did not intend for her artworks to serve as a critique of the patriarchy,
this did not stop certain from reading them through the lens of her gender. In the 1974 exhibition
review quoted above, Lippard characterized Winsor’s creations as emphasizing emotion, the
body, and softness, “despoiling neat edges and angles” with “homemade” techniques. In so
doing, she explicitly gendered Winsor’s artistic labor as feminine.33 By contrast, Cooper avoided
such ascriptions, and focused on the visual, material, and spatial formal qualities of the work, a
neutralization of polemical discourse that formed a political act in and of itself. Such a position
argued for neither “separate” nor “different,” only equal. In doing so, Cooper helped to insure
Winsor’s position within the developing narrative of postminimalism and the anti-form
tendencies of the 1970s. As Pincus-Witten recalled:
I remember asking Paula Cooper, Jackie Winsor’s dealer, just what, after all, was
the meaning of Winsor’s sculpture, that is, what meaning did her work have
beyond a merely functional description of the individual pieces. Cooper supplied
the following precis: “They are well considered entities that take up there [sic]
own space.” This seemingly scanted reply capped a long discussion of the artist's
work, and is exactly what Winsor’s sculptures are about. Cooper was not being
flip. Her reply, based on an appreciative familiarity with Winsor’s work, is very
much in keeping with the way the artist herself talks about the work.34
The dealer and the artist saw eye to eye: they disavowed the gendering of artistic and aesthetic
practices along binary lines and shared aversion to exhibitions and collecting that fostered a form
of segregation based on identity. When asked about institutions dedicated exclusively to women
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artists in 1996, Winsor expressed dissatisfaction: “You have to exist in the world. You
essentially have to mainstream or you end up isolating yourself in a ghetto-fashion otherwise.”35
True to her word, Cooper did not dwell on Winsor’s gender or personal life. A 1979
article by John Gruen describes the biography of Winsor issued by the gallery for his article as
“spare”: it listed her lists her professional accomplishments and birthplace, but not her marital
status or “private existence.” He quotes Cooper, “I don’t know whether Jackie is married or not
[…] All I know is that she’s a very private person who is very direct, honest and dignified. I
consider her a good friend, and my dealings with her as an artist have always been easy and
comfortable.”36 For Cooper, Winsor has always been an artist, not a woman artist, as she
believed of Benglis, Murray and Bartlett. By the same token, she never referred to the men she
represented as “male artists,” and nor did she identify or promote sexual orientation as a means
of presenting or selling work.37
Indeed, tying Winsor’s work to her identity as a woman or as a feminist did not always
serve her best interests in the marketplace. MoMA’s legendary William Rubin, chief curator in
the Department of Painting and Sculpture, was responsible for acquiring the two early pieces for
the collection. Curator Alexandra Schwartz explained that he had to battle prejudices: “Rubin
vigorously defended Winsor’s work to a donor who refused to allow his funds to be used for the
purchase of Bound Square [in 1974] because of what he perceived as the artist’s radical feminist
politics.”38 Cooper undoubtedly had to mediate both the seemingly radical and reactionary
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elements of “identity politics”—a term developed in the 1970s by the Combahee River
Collective to describe a linking of political agendas to elements of one’s lived experience, such
as gender, race, sexual orientation, and class.39 As Pincus-Witten explained, “Though Winsor
emerged at a moment of great feminist pressure in the art world—a pressure annexing such
methodological and imagistic inferences as her work invokes—she has never felt herself to be in
any exclusive sense a feminist; rather her concerns are for a recognition of the status of the artist
as the embodiment of something special and of merit.”40
Cooper also supported Winsor when she chose to adopt the principles and practice of the
Artist’s Reserved Rights Transfer and Sale Agreement, commonly referred to as the “Artist’s
Contract,” despite the extra burdens of negotiation placed upon dealers. Developed by dealer and
curator Seth Siegelaub (one of the earliest figures to champion conceptual art) and lawyer Robert
Projansky in 1971, the Artist’s Contract aimed to provide artists with legal and moral control
over the sale and preservation of their works, especially after they were purchased. The artist and
collector signed this agreement, and among other stipulations, it gave artists the right to insist
that the owner loan his or her artwork to specific exhibitions and to be consulted for conservation
treatments. It also included a resale clause for which artists would receive 15% of any profit
from the artwork’s sale on the secondary market. Given that the collector had to sign the
document upon purchase of the work, it also created a known chain of provenance.41 Aimed to
be a resource for all artists, Siegelaub circulated the text in many arts publications and journals.
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In the earlier 1970s, Winsor was the first of Cooper’s artists to use the Artist Contract,
and several others would follow.42 For her dealer, the document resulted in a significant
investment of time. She accompanied Winsor to many meetings with lawyers and participated in
complex negotiations with collectors and museums over the terms listed in, and revisions to, the
Artist’s Contract. Winsor has said it is a testament to Cooper’s own convictions, for she “has a
streak of idealism in her soul and has acted on it throughout her career supporting various
endeavors, this being one of them.”43
In retrospect, Maria Eichhorn, an artist who spent nearly a decade conducting interviews
about use of the Artist’s Contract, observed that the project itself was made for the male artist:
“this is reflected in the language of the Agreement, which primarily refers to the artist as ‘him.’
Siegelaub worked only with male artists […] His whole project was male-connoted.”44 Several
prominent artists such as Hans Haacke and Carl Andre adopted the Artist’s Contract not so much
for practical reasons, but to underscore the conceptual underpinnings of their artistic project and
their challenge to the capitalist investment markets. Andre said, “My use of [the Artist’s
Contract…] was more experimental than political.”45 Winsor observed, “Hans’s work
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fundamentally is a political gesture and Carl has or had an ideological point of view toward the
world that took one form or found expression in a gesture related to pricing. Neither of these
points of view interests me.”46 Instead, Winsor the Artist’s Contract for practical reasons: to
protect her artworks.
There were good reasons for the need to protect her sculptures from being misused or
damaged. At the beginning, her very time-consuming pieces garnered comparatively low prices,
prices that did not insist on protection or ensure respect for the sculpture. In one case, window
decorators considered purchasing some for a commercial display. Another collector wanted to
put a glass top over a sculpture and use it as a coffee table.47 The Artist’s Contract prohibited
such usages and alterations. In fact, Winsor said that she stopped using the Artist’s Contract
when she was confident that her artworks had reached a price point at which she felt people
would respect them.48 Though this was not her priority, Winsor also agreed with the resale
clause:
Regarding the provision in the Contract of recompense of fifteen percent of profit
from resale, my interest wasn’t based on the fifteen percent. Most of it was to
account for the fact that in the early career of a young artist, the market value of a
work doesn’t equal intrinsic values of an artwork and the intrinsic value of an
artwork is what the Contract pointed to, much the way it would within the culture
if they were more expensive. Money created a healthy respect and the Contract
created value in that way for me and the work.49
Cooper felt similarly:
I thought it was a very good thing, especially with younger artists, because fifteen
percent is not very much of the profit as a percentage. In some cases it could
46
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actually be quite a lot of money though. When the piece where Jackie did receive
some money was sold, you can imagine how little the piece was in the first sale,
that fifteen percent of the difference in the purchase price and the profit was more
than she received in the original sale. That seemed very fair.50
Many artists, dealers, collectors, and curators disliked the Artist’s Contract. As Cooper
affirmed: “some felt it was cumbersome, some were not interested in different aspects of it, some
were convinced by others that it would inhibit the sale of their artworks—which was true it
turned out.”51 When asked if she lost sales because of the work, Cooper responded, “Oh yes,
many.” She added, “I don’t think one person signed the Contract with pleasure.”52 In retrospect,
Cooper said, “Mostly institutions acquired [Winsor’s] work at that time, most collectors were
absolutely scandalized that they would buy something, own it, yet the artist would maintain an
interest in it.”53 Even institutions had trouble signing. Cooper recalled that the archive files for
works by Winsor acquired by MoMA is thick with documents pertaining to the back-and-forth
negotiations. Even though the sale was for very little money, the imprimatur of the museum was
perhaps the most critical step for other sales and broad recognition, or in Cooper’s words, “It was
a very important acquisition for the artist to be in the collection.”54 Winsor has admitted that the
Artist’s Contract “probably ruined a few years of Paula’s life, and I know my own!”55 Given the
complications and the difficulty of enforcing the terms, few artists still use it. Several
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organizations, however, continue to make the document available and have proposed different
adjustments, such as revising the resale clause to direct a portion of the profits to charity.56
In 1979, MoMA presented the mid-career survey Jackie Winsor, curated by Kynaston
McShine, who had come to the museum after organizing Primary Structures, the groundbreaking
exhibition on minimalism at the Jewish Museum a little over a decade earlier.57 It was the first
exhibition of a female artist organized by MoMA’s department of Painting and Sculpture since a
retrospective of Georgia O’Keefe (May 14–August 25) and exhibition of Florine Stettheimer
(October 1–November 17), both in 1946, and one of only thirty solo exhibitions of women artists
since the museum opened in 1929.58 Nearly all of the forty-three pieces on view at MoMA had
debuted at the Paula Cooper’s Gallery (figures 29a, 29b). As to what motivated him to do the
show, McShine later recalled, “Jackie, she had a good career at Paula Cooper and I probably
looked at the work there quite a bit. And she had those cubes, some of which were exploded. I
liked the work that looked like nothing you had ever seen before kind of thing, too.”59 All told,
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from 1972 to 1979 Cooper included Winsor’s work in eleven gallery shows, two of which were
one-person presentations. To this day, Cooper continues to represent Jackie Winsor.
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CHAPTER 6:
Painters’ Progress, Jennifer Bartlett and Elizabeth Murray at the Paula Cooper Gallery

Artists Jennifer Bartlett (b. 1941, Long Beach, California) and Elizabeth Murray (b.
1940, Chicago, IL—d. 2007, Granville, NY) met when they were studying at Mills College in
Oakland, California. Bartlett was enrolled in undergraduate studio art program, graduating in
1963, while Murray was there for her MFA in the years 1962–64. During the year they
overlapped, the two artists became close friends and, though their practices were quite distinct
from one another, they had rich creative exchanges. Bartlett recalled that Murray left an
enormous impression on her “because she was a woman and she was absolutely serious. She was
not compromising. She was not an easy person. Temperamental, dramatic, furious most of the
time and this just suited me to a tee.”1 Murray said, “The most interesting person to me was
Jennifer Bartlett. […] We talked in a lot of detail; it was very work oriented. We had very frank
discussions of the paintings, and when Jennifer would say something, I really listened, because
she usually turned out to be right. I think she listened to me, too. I know she did.”2
Bartlett and Murray’s friendship continued for decades. By 1968 they had both
independently moved to New York City and were embarking on their careers as painters at a
moment when the definition and integrity of the medium was being challenged on several fronts.
By the middle of the 1970s Bartlett and Murray had become two of the four artists in Paula
Cooper’s roster working as painters—in that they applied pigment and marks to supports
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typically mounted on a wall. The other painters represented by the gallery included Alan Shields
and Kes Zapkus. Though Cooper staged many exhibitions that included paintings, she
represented more sculptors than painters. This said, artists like Lynda Benglis proved
deliberately hard to categorize as either, or both.3 Due to their friendships with each other and
with Cooper, their mutual support system, and their shared intentions to revitalize painting and
stake their claims to a profession traditionally dominated by men, I discuss Bartlett and Murray
together in this chapter.
Both Bartlett and Murray came under Cooper’s wing and roof in the early 1970s. She
included Bartlett’s plate paintings—works made of one-foot-square baked enamel steel plates
that the artist then painted and arranged on the wall—in group exhibitions starting in 1972 and
presented her first solo exhibition in 1974. In the meantime, Murray had been welcomed into the
circle of artists that included Bartlett, Joel Shapiro, and Johnathan Borofsky (all of whom were
showing with Cooper at the time), and thus organically came into the dealer’s network.4 When
asked if Shapiro introduced Cooper to any artists friends, he responded, “Yes—subsequently to
Jennifer, then Jon [Borofsky] and then Elizabeth via everybody [sic], since it was a fairly close
group.”5 Cooper first showed Murray’s oil paintings in a group exhibition in 1974, in a twoperson exhibition the following year, and in solo exhibitions starting in 1976.
Having added both artists to her roster in the very early stages of their practices, Cooper
introduced their work to critics, curators, and collectors in New York. By the 1970s, the
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monochrome, geometric constructions of minimalism, and their attendant “Calvinist” influence
over the artworld, was waning and the medium was ripe for redefinition and innovation.6 Clearly
eschewing the monochrome, dispassionate, simplified geometry of the previous generation—to
name a few examples: Robert Mangold’s shaped canvases with sprayed, flat surfaces, Ellsworth
Kelly’s geometric planes of solid color, and Brice Marden’s thick smooth impasto, interrupted
only by subtle textures from the palette knife he used to apply the oil and wax combination—
Bartlett and Murray became part of a larger postminimalist effort to challenge the traditional
material supports, shape, and scope of “painting.” They not only fragmented the traditional
square canvas, but also reintroduced figurative shapes and subject matter into their compositions.
As they developed their novel approaches, their dealer continued to support them through
feedback at studio visits, regular exhibitions, and by seizing the opportune moment to build their
critical reputations when their innovations in painting carried new relevance.
Bartlett became known for matrixes of baked enamel on steel plates. The flat steel
squares were coated with white enamel, fired, and then silkscreened with a gray grid, onto which
she added abstract or representational imagery in colored enamel by hand. She thought of the
plate paintings as:
subway signs that could be attached directly to the wall, that you could wipe
down and clean off every day if you were so inclined. […] I liked the idea of
being able to pack it up, because shipping was more about size than weight at that
point, so it was economic. I liked the idea of having a painting go around a corner
[…] so I took a bus out to New Jersey and found this place who makes—still
makes the plates for me.7
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Inspired by Sol LeWitt’s drawings, which comprised of a written set of instructions, and his
essay “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art,” she often used a dictum rule for series of related
paintings.8 Her painting One Line (Connecting any Two of Nine Points) from 1972 comprises
nine square plates hung in three rows of three (figure 30). Each plate has nine red dots placed
arbitrarily, but identically within the gray grid. Following the titular instruction, the compositions
diverge as a line of black dots connects two different red dots on each plate.9 The iterative nature
of the plates offers nine visual examples of how different dots can be connected while following
this simple direction.
When Bartlett came to New York in 1968 she settled in SoHo on Greene Street, where
she was neighbors with Shapiro, whom she had first met during her MFA studies at Yale.10 She
had two early shows in the neighborhood: an informal installation at fellow artist Alan Saret’s
loft at 119 Spring Street in 1970 and a solo exhibition at Reese Palley Gallery held at 93 Prince
Street from January 4–25, 1972. Saret, who opened the alternative arts space 112 Greene Street
in 1970 with Jeffrey Lew and Gordon Matta-Clark, often invited fellow artists to hang work in
his large studio in order to provide an opportunity for them to assess their work outside of their
own studios. Both exhibitions featured the plate paintings that she started making once she
arrived in the city.11
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Bartlett’s show at 112 Greene Street marked one of several early crossing points between
her and Cooper. In fact, she borrowed the Paula Cooper Gallery’s mailing list to send
announcements for the exhibition. “This was not quite as brash as it sounds.” Tomkins reflected.
“Paula Cooper […] did everything she could to help young artists.”12 While it would be another
two years before her solo exhibition at the Paula Cooper Gallery, Bartlett recalled that Cooper
visited the exhibition.13 Perhaps following her visit, in a letter written circa 1970 to artist Jack
Tworkov—who was the head of the department when Bartlett was studying at Yale—Bartlett
wrote, “Paula Cooper has asked to see my work, but nothing from Castelli yet. [...] I’m going to
have to do something soon.”14 Bartlett also visited the Paula Cooper Gallery in 1971 to see work
by Shapiro. Cooper recalled her early impression of the artist: “I thought she was very
sophisticated, with her makeup on crooked and her philosophical pronouncements about Joel’s
work.”15 In 1972, the Palley show was very well attended, several artworks were sold, and
Laurie Anderson wrote a review.16 While these exhibitions may have signified that Bartlett had
gained some traction by the time she began showing with Cooper, the dealer has said that
Bartlett was not yet a “known” artist at all.17
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Bartlett was both an artist and a writer, and she had published her first text, Cleopatra IIV, in 1971 with The Poetry Project. Cooper invited Bartlett to perform at a poetry and fiction
reading held on March 2, 1972 with Larry Fagin, Bernadette Mayer, Peter Schjeldahl, Anne
Waldman, and Joseph White.18 Then, on February 15, 1974, Cooper hosted an event dedicated to
Bartlett’s novel History of the Universe.19 Cooper recalled that Bartlett “was hilarious. She read
from the beginning of History of the Universe, a modest autobiography of ten thousand pages
with little sketches on her childhood ambitions to be a great ballerina and a baseball player.”20
Bartlett published this text in 1985 with many characters that clearly resemble those from her
life: Karen Dorcas stands in for Benglis, Rose (who appears in a version of the text, but not the
1985 publication) clearly resembles Murray, and Cooper is the Anna Martin character. In the
novel Bartlett wrote that the supportive and sympathetic Martin “visits younger artist’s studios,
has friendships with her artists, becomes involved in their work and their lives. She is irritated
and concerned when life difficulties threaten their productivity.”21
After the reading, Cooper included Bartlett’s painted steel plate paintings in two group
exhibitions: Small Series (December 9, 1972–January 13, 1973) and the event which marked the
opening of her new SoHo space at 155 Wooster Street (opened May 5, 1973). Her first solo
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exhibition, Jennifer Bartlett: Paintings, was held March 9–30, 1974 (figure 31). Tomkins
recounts, “Bartlett forced the issue by demanding to know what Cooper's ‘intentions’ were
toward her work. Reese Palley had closed his gallery. Several other dealers had made offers,
Bartlett said, but she wanted to be with Paula Cooper, and, as Cooper puts it, ‘Jennifer usually
gets what she wants.’ She agreed to give Bartlett a show that spring.”22 The exhibition featured
black and red dot paintings on grids (including the aforementioned One Line), compositionally
determined by drawing numbers out of a coffee can, using, in Tomkins’s words, “mathematics’
goofy side.”23 Cooper installed the clusters of tiles in rows on the walls in the gallery—per
Bartlett’s instructions, each plate was spaced one inch away from the others within each painting,
the paintings in related series were separated by one foot, and the series by two feet (or more).24
The paintings deliberately disrupted the grid and split the picture plane into separate, detailed
and intimate pieces. Though each unit was distinct, their placement was specific, and imagery
often either repeated or stretched across the channels between the plates in each painting. This
approach distinguished Bartlett from the continuous canvasses and simplified or painted grids
presented by Martin, Jo Bear, or Will Insley. Due to the repetitive nature and intricate detail,
Bartlett’s work—like Benglis’s and Winsor’s—could also be described as process art.25
Cooper found herself committing to Bartlett, while being simultaneously challenged by
her practices. The plate paintings were born from guidelines that often developed though

22

Tomkins, “Profile,” p. 61.

23

Tomkins, “Profile,” p. 61.

24
Brenda Richardson, Jennifer Bartlett: Early Plate Work, exh. cat. (Andover: Addison Gallery of American Art,
2006), p. 33.
25

Richardson wrote: “Dotting hundreds, thousands, even multiple thousands, of points of paint into specific,
precisely counted, quarter-inch squares day after day has to be unimaginably tedious, muscle-straining, mindbending work. But Bartlett painted every dot by hand, personally.” Richardson, Early Plate Work, p. 27.

125

arbitrary decisions, incorporated elements of chance (for instance, pulling numbers out of a can),
or degraded over time. Cooper did not see why the artist would set these, often random, rules for
each painting and then contradict or ignore them throughout the work. For instance, a group of
paintings in the 1974 exhibition was based on the idea of nine points and started with nine plates
each; the last in two in the grouping, however, had eight and ten plates respectively (see figure
31). In 2011 Bartlett said, “they all had to do with the nine points and different ways of
connecting them, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, […] But that was where I started thinking, well,
what would be a nine-plate piece that had to be eight—[laughs]—things, that one was left out?
What would be a nine-plate piece that would have to be one extra?”26 But Cooper believed in the
importance of the artist herself. She recalled:
Initially, it was difficult for me to accept her work because she was using arbitrary
systems, systems that would break down, but the painting would continue. Her
request for a reaction to all this would invariably end in long philosophical
discussions about nihilism. I had trouble with the irrational element in her
thinking, but I learned a lot from it. We started working together slowly, and the
relationship has been rich.27
Similarly, Bartlett has said on numerous occasions that Cooper felt the work was “nihilistic.”28
Bartlett reflected, “She wasn’t mad at me or she didn’t think I was terrible. She just couldn’t
understand why I would set up this very logical looking system and then just turn around and
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destroy it, and make it much harder for the viewer. She didn’t really understand what the point
was. I can see her [sic] point and I don’t have an answer for why I would want to do that.”29
Bartlett’s second solo exhibition with the gallery: Jennifer Bartlett A New Work:
Rhapsody ran from May 8–June 2, 1976. This exhibition showed one monumental work: a
painting composed of 987 one-foot-square steel plates, each of which Bartlett painted with
patterns, geometric forms, and/or figurative images (figures 32a, 32b). The plates in Rhapsody
stretch over 150 feet and are arranged as a tight grid in rows seven high comprising several
sections: mountain, house, trees, and ocean. The imagery from each recurs throughout the
painting, and throughout Bartlett’s oeuvre. It was conceived to fill and go around the multiple
walls in the gallery—Bartlett said she didn’t measure, but was pleased that when installed, it
perfectly fit Cooper’s space.30 By nature, the scale of the piece creates an immersive experience,
but it can be installed across as many or few walls as the exhibition space provided.
Writing about her first exhibition at the Paula Cooper Gallery two years earlier, Lawrence
Alloway had lukewarm reactions to Bartlett’s compositional strategies: “Bartlett seems to have
taken the early 20th-century point-line-plane kind of design construction and applied it to the
mid-century idiom of repetitive forms in bloc grids. The results are visually and conceptually
less interesting than her writing [referring to Cleopatra I-IV].”31 Rhapsody, on the other hand,
was unanimously heralded. In the lead article in the May 16th New York Times Arts and Leisure
section, Russell raved that it was “The most ambitious single work of new art. […] To master it
from end to end is a singular adventure; and by the time that we have pondered the 54 different
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blues which have gone in to the final ‘Ocean’ section we shall have enlarged our notions of time,
and of memory, and of change; and of painting itself.”32 Also in the Times, Grace Glueck
published a feature interview with the artist.33 In Artforum, the artist and critic Paul Brach
compared Rhapsody to an animated film or visual lecture that one experienced physically and
temporally, as well as optically, by moving through the gallery.34 Notably, none of the critics
chose to gender its imagery or her painterly and personal reinterpretation of the ostensibly
objective modular format.
Art enthusiasts, artists, curators, and collectors responded in kind: the show had opened
May 8th and Russell’s rave coverage appeared a week later. The public rushed to see the work
and Sidney Singer, a collector from outside of the city, who purchased his first artwork just six
years previously, bought Rhapsody in full that month.35 Singer remembered it was, in part,
Russell’s review that piqued his interest. He called it “The most elaborate review I ever
remember reading.”36 Calvin Tomkins reported in 1985:
The gallery was closed on Sunday and Monday, but on Tuesday there was an
even larger influx of visitors. At some point during that frantic morning, Paula
Cooper took a telephone call from a man she did not know, who said his name
was Sidney Singer. He wanted to know whether the work was still “available.”
Paula Cooper said that it was, and he told her to hold it for him—he would be
there in 45 minutes. Although Bartlett had decided that “Rhapsody” should not be
broken up, she had never really thought it could be sold intact; if anybody wanted
to buy a section of it, she planned to repaint that section. Sidney Singer, a
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relatively new collector [he started collecting in 197037], who lived in
Westchester, arrived, within the promised 45 minutes and bought the complete
work, for what seemed at that time the astronomical sum of 45,000 dollars.
Cooper did not miss a beat in thinking about the long-term impact of Rhapsody
entering a private collection. She negotiated that the work be seen in public widely (a
form of both advance marketing for work yet to be made and ensuring Bartlett’s
reputation) before it entered the privacy of Singer’s home or warehouse. From 1976–79
Rhapsody was included in at least ten exhibitions.38 The Wadsworth Atheneum in
Harford, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, and Baltimore Museum of Art mounted
solo exhibitions of the artist and included the work. Rhapsody also toured to Kassel,
Germany as part of the 1977 Documenta and occupied a full gallery in the group
exhibition New Image Painting at the Whitney Museum (December 5–November 19,
1978). In December 1976 Russell ranked Bartlett’s the top downtown solo exhibition of
the year; he wrote, “a nationwide museum tour is confirming that Jennifer Bartlett’s
encyclopaedic [sic] ‘Fantasia,’ first seen at Paula Cooper’s this summer, can give people
a new notion of the expressive possibilities of painting; and that is something that doesn’t
come around every day.”39 Subsequently, in 1977, the Whitney purchased her twentyfoot-long, multipart painting Falcon Avenue, Seaside Walk, Dwight Street, Jarvis Street,
Greene Street (also 1976) from Cooper. Singer kept Rhapsody until 1999, when he sold it
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to Edward Broida, and in 2006 Broida gifted it to MoMA where it was installed in that
year and then again in 2011.40
Bartlett expressed that “Before 1976 I wasn’t making my living as an artist, but I
considered myself an artist—not a teacher a baby-sitter, or a house sitter, all of which I would do
to make money.”41 After Rhapsody and being taken under Cooper’s wing, Bartlett had the funds
for her loft and ample support creatively and financially to focus on artistic pursuits. Less than a
decade later, the year 1985 marked the accomplishment of three major achievements for the
artist: Harry N. Abrams published a book solely focused on Rhapsody with an introductory text
by Smith and notes from Bartlett;42 the artist published her novel titled History of the Universe;
and she received her first major traveling retrospective exhibition. Organized by Marge
Goldwater of the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, the show traveled to the Brooklyn Museum
of Art, Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Kansas City, the Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh,
and Museum of Contemporary Art (MCASD) in La Jolla. Cooper aided in all of these pursuits,
working with Bartlett to review contracts and proofs for her book and novel, securing loans for
the exhibition, and more.
Murray had moved to New York in 1967. She briefly lived and worked in a loft at 211
West 28th Street and then moved to WestBeth Artist Housing (55 Bethune Street) in the West
Village.43 Murray recalled:
I didn’t know many people in New York, except for Jennifer Bartlett, who was
very supportive, and Joel Shapiro. At first I felt quite out of it. Pop was so campy,
and Minimalism—just beginning—was equally off-putting. The word being
40
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spread was, “Haven’t you heard? Painting is dead!” I thought, “Oh, really? Well,
to hell with that. I’m painting.”44
When Cooper first visited Murray’s studio in 1972 or 1973, the artist was still in the early
phases of experimentation and artistic discovery, having yet to arrive at the curvaceous canvases
and dynamic doodles for which she would become known. She was creating paintings like
Madame Cézanne Falling Out of Chair (1972), which features comic book style squares of
figurative and iterative scenes, or narrative scenes painted in a graphic style, sometimes with
handmade shaped frames that presaged more sophisticated forms to come.45 At this time Murray
also created works with simple, painted geometric shapes such as a solitary large circle or an
hourglass forms turned on its side (referred to as her “Mobius strip” paintings) or vertical lines
with hatch marks making irregular grids (see figure 33). Each of these included pale single-color
backgrounds, some pink, blue, or cream. Murray said that Cooper “saw those paintings, they
were what got her interested.”46 At times, Murray rendered small, intricate symbols that played
with patterns and seemed to float amongst the color field background, like in Dakota’s Red
(1971), which was titled after her son. In the late-1970s Murray began to move into her mature
style: multi-part paintings broken into non-geometric parts that she linked together to create
single compositions. In tandem with the burgeoning feminist movement, traditional approaches
to solid supports, paint application, and even the wall were being jettisoned. Murray was on the
forefront of experimentation with shaped canvas and panel supports, and in many ways could not
be more opposite to the prevailing trend of minimalism.
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Bartlett has said that she and Shapiro both recommended Murray to Cooper, but at the
time Murray was not looking for a gallery.47 In addition to recommendations from artists,
Cooper’s then-employee Roberta Smith was also impressed by the neophyte’s canvases. Cooper
recalled that she brought Smith to Murray’s studio on her second visit. Smith recalls, “I met
Elizabeth sometime in the early seventies […] I was working for Paula Cooper at the time.”48
After some exhibitions and attention, Murray’s opinion about the need for a gallery began to
shift. Along with Bartlett, Murray was also selected to appear in the Whitney’s 1972 Annual
Exhibition and exhibited Dakota’s Red. Her Madame Cézanne Falling Out of Chair followed in
the 1973 Whitney Biennial (which also included works by Benglis and Winsor), in addition to
several other group exhibitions at the museum. In 1984, critic Paul Gardner recounts:
After the [1972 annual] Whitney exhibition and her first sale, Murray’s
confidence and willingness to show her work to dealers increased. Paula Cooper,
a low-profile dealer with a prestigious stable, visited Murray’s studio. The artist
liked Cooper’s quiet, soft-spoken style and her artistic good sense. Cooper was
attracted to “the logic of continuity in Murray’s work as well as her use of color
and her creation of moods that make each painting seem very special.” 49
The two women were mutually drawn to one another. In the early 1970s, Murray
recalled, “Paula and I had a lot in common—at that time we were both single mothers.”50 The
three considered one another friends, not just artists and dealer. Like Benglis, Shapiro and others
in the roster, Murray was intensely experimenting, trying to find her grove, and as a result,
47
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Cooper visited her studio regularly, both to offer support, observe, discuss, and critique. She
even brought Murray her old tomato tins to soak paintbrushes.51 As was typical, she included
Murray’s paintings in at least three different group exhibitions before her one-person debut.
Cooper recalled, “I first began by showing new work in a group show. Since then, it has been a
wonderful experience to work with Elizabeth and watch the work get stronger and stronger. I
never show work that I haven’t been convinced about.”52
Just a month following Bartlett’s first solo show, Cooper included Murray in Paintings:
Marilyn Lenkowsky, Elizabeth Murray, John Torreano held April 6–May 1, 1974 (figure 31).53
Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe wrote that, juxtaposed with two painters who were more consistently
exploring a common theme within their work, Murray’s paintings—which each looked very
different from one another—seemed “even more disparate and undirected than it might be if it
were seen in isolation.”54 Yet Cooper found herself most intrigued by Murray’s work.55 Seeing
Murray’s potential, Cooper included her paintings and drawings in group exhibitions in the
spring and winter of 1974.
In 1975 Cooper presented James Dearing, Elizabeth Murray: Paintings (January 11–
February 5), a two-person exhibition in which each painters had a full wall facing the other
(figures 34a, 34b). As evidenced by the sudden barrage of articles in the spring 1975 issues of art
magazines, this group of works opened the eyes of New York artists and critics. A prominent
theme was the ways in which Murray’s work expounded on the act and forms of painting per se.
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In Artforum Alan Moore wrote that her paintings showed, “an idea of labor, of the obsessive and
nearly agonistic effort that painting entails for Murray.”56 In Arts Magazine Ellen Lubell
observed the science of color informing the work. Several of her “canvases were divided
diagonally at the meeting of the two color fields. The intensity and careful calculation of her
palettes created vibrating activity along this line.”57 In an issue of the alternative publication ArtRite that was focused on painting, artist Ron Gorchov, painter Barbara Schwartz, and critic Edit
DeAK reflected: “BS: With Elizabeth, you’re aware of the journey she makes, the decisions and
changes. RG: And for instance, she knows the pain that exists in the corners of the rectangle—
and she really paints that pain.”58 Of the paintings on display, Cooper sold Flamingo (1974) to a
private collection just after the show (March of 1975) and Two or Three Things (1974) was
acquired by the Detroit Museum of Art in 1976.59
Cooper continued to place Murray’s works in spring and summer 1976 group exhibitions
and in front of audiences, especially critics, who by now and by dint of the gallery’s reputation,
kept an eye on whatever Cooper mounted on the walls, floors, and in between. In a 1976 article
aptly entitled “The Paint Thickens,” Carter Ratcliff focused on the liveliness of painterly
approaches at that moment. He looked hard and included several detailed paragraphs on
Murray’s technique:
[Her] markings are small, yet so effective; thanks to their placement and color, an
extraordinary stability of scale occurs.
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Her colors, some of which are the highest in key and fullest in saturation to be
seen among these painters, don’t seem intended to evoke landscape. Yet there is
no indication that she is interested in an ideal of pure color, color-as-color, color
freed from touch. Her small markings are clearly formed by hand, not with the
help of masking tape; and when these markings are connected by large, swooping,
spiraling lines of color, her individual touch is made even more evident. Evidence
of this kind, along with the minute inflection of her fields of oil paint, insist on an
intimacy of gesture and intention, of gesture and the artist’s consciousness of
gesturing. The results are paintings which seem to be composed of unusually high
specific gravity.60
The time was ripe for Murray to go solo, and that same year, 1976, Cooper opened
Elizabeth Murray: Paintings (November 2–27, 1976; figures 35a, 35b). With this exhibition,
critics began to embrace the idiosyncrasies—swooping thick lines, shaped canvasses, and an
often goofy tine, imparted by the cartoon speech bubble shapes and vibrant colors. In Art and
America in 1977, Roberta Smith opined:
it looked as if Elizabeth Murray wanted each aspect of her abstraction– surface,
color, shape and line– to be as distinct and as full of personality as possible, even
to the point where these elements worked against each other. Murray seems to
count on the conflict of unlike qualities to give her work its appeal […] The
abundance of personality makes it look like Murray is working backward from
abstraction toward representation, not in terms of imagery per se, but in terms of
energy; some shapes seem ready to jump right off the canvas and strut away.61
In the New York Times Russell wrote: “We all know about abstract painting in which color and
line are each other’s best friend. But what if color is awkward, and grouchy and line goes off on
its own? That is the problem that Miss Murray poses. None of her paintings is like any of the
others, but what we lose in unified statement we make up in potential. These paintings are worth
puzzling over.”62
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Cooper’s continued interest in Murray’s artistic gestation paid off. It also spoke to the
dealer’s role in not only encouraging artists, but preparing them for the unpredictable reactions
of critics and collectors. Murray recalled:
Paula Cooper will say “Well, you know people come in and see this and they’re
thinking about something that you did last year and so they’re very taken aback.”
[…] I really believe that there are a few dealers who love to watch their artists
change and work and she’s one of them. She’s really excited about it. What she’s
sort of saying is, “Don’t be upset if you don’t get this reaction. It’s just that you
were there and people were getting used to you being there and now you’re here
and now it’s a whole new ballgame.” Which is absolutely true in a lot of ways.63
In February 1978, Murray’s painting One or Two Things (1974) filled the cover of
Artforum which also included a richly illustrated feature article written by Donald Kuspit.64 That
year, Cooper also held her second one-person exhibition (October 7–November 4). John Perrone
wrote that the paintings “have a force worth reckoning with, and they demand to be taken
seriously. Murray seems to have developed her art quite independently, outside of any
established style; the work gets increasingly idiosyncratic and eccentric in every way, probably
to sustain an extremely dynamic level of emotional expressiveness.”65 The Whitney acquired
their first Murray, Children Meeting (1978; figure 36), from the show.
Later, in 1999, Murray made the point: “I don't know what it is that makes your work
stand out at a certain time, but Paula did a lot for me. She gave it credibility.”66 She elaborated
that people took note of her work because it had Cooper’s backing, success by association:
Paula had people’s respect, and having her behind my work was a strong part of
it. People took her seriously, and if she was showing someone, they were going to
63
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take that artist seriously. I felt that Paula really liked my work and that was, very,
very important for me. […] I was teaching two jobs, maybe three at that point;
and I had [my son] Dakota. So my mind was really on survival still. It was great,
and it was the first time I sensed that a dream could come true. My dream was to
be able to make my work and to survive. And with support, I was starting to do
that.67
Significantly, 1976 was also the first year which marked a notable event, a year filled
with one-person shows of each of the four women artists in the Paula Cooper Gallery stable, or
half of the eight shows mounted. Of the other four, two were solo exhibitions by Shapiro and
Borofsky, and two were group endeavors. Fifty percent of the overall representation and sixtyseven percent of the solo shows were devoted to women artists who comprised just over a third
of Cooper’s roster. In 1985 Barbara Rose observed, “[Cooper’s] artists, who include Jennifer
Bartlett, Lynda Benglis, Jonathan Borofsky, Elizabeth Murray, Joel Shapiro, and Jackie Winsor,
are among the most sought after and prestigious. [...] As opposed to encouraging artists to create
recognizable and marketable trademark styles, she pushes them to grow, perhaps because hers is
a long-term commitment rather than a short-range investment.”68 Notably, four out of the six
artists Rose mentioned for distinction are women. Put another way, of Cooper’s most recognized
artists in the 1970s, two thirds were women, yet, as this thesis argues, this salient fact has never
been underscored in the history of the gallery.
It is also worth considering that, Murray, Bartlett, and Benglis were working in a long
tradition of a male-dominated medium, and in the midst of the feminist movement. Art advisor
Allan Schwartzman observed that many women in the 1970s chose to work in new mediums
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such as performance and video, rather than engage with painting.69 Moreover, theory and
practice, at least since Jasper Johns, Rauschenberg, and the Neo-Dada moment, largely posited
that painting—that is, oil on canvas—had come to its logical conclusion.70 Such a widespread
perception however, also represented opportunity and freedom. Murray recalled that she first
began showing with Cooper at “the highpoint of the idea that ‘Painting ls Dead,’ which worked
out well for me. That may sound cynical, but actually the prevalence of that idea just made me
want to paint more. It was amusing and inspiring.”71 Benglis was also inspired by this phrase: “I
was looking at the death of painting in the [critic] Bernard Berenson sense of ‘painterly’
painting. I decided to investigate ways I could make a new form or image that involved the
organic and liquidity. I wasn’t breaking away from painting but trying to redefine what it was.”72
In 1976 Linda Nochlin and Dr. Ann Sutherland Harris curated Women Artists: 1550–
1950, a traveling exhibition of eighty-three international, female artists. Reflecting on “women
artists then and now” in the early 2000s, Nochlin wrote:
[that] brilliant pictorialists are women thickens both the plot and the paint,
because the cliché of the great male brush-wielder, from Rubens to Renoir to
Pollock or de Kooning, implies that female artists, those without the requisite
penis, can’t do really big-time painting: a chaste little flower or a nice
Impressionist landscape, perhaps, but not the big, luscious, sexy stuff.73
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Murray recalled that Cooper once overheard German dealers commenting with surprise
that such a large painting had been made by a woman, exemplifying what the artist called
“another stupid remark.”74 When asked by an interviewer where she fit into art history, Murray
responded, “That way of seeing historically belongs to the guys. The greatest part about being a
woman in the world of painting is that I’m not really part of it. I can do whatever I want.”75 Yet,
in a revealing episode that reveals how inescapable the consciousness of one’s sex is vis-à-vis
one’s ambition as an artist, Jennifer Bartlett recorded this encounter: “Drunk [… Murray] told a
curator from the Whitney, ‘I am the James Joyce of painting.’”76
The euphoria of attention soon passed. At the very end of the 1970s, traditional oil on
canvas was revived under the label of Neo-Expressionism, and largely by Italian and German
male artists in an ever more global marketplace. Murray expressed being blindsided by the
alacrity with which the press and collectors shifted to the new kids in town. Cooper instead
pushed Murray to disregard the label, market, and fame, which perhaps protected a space for her
artist to continue working and painting. She pointed out the gender equity in Murray’s
experience:
Neo-Expressionism was starting—Julian Schnabel, Anselm Kiefer, David Salle—
and honestly I thought I was going to be the leader of the pack—ha ha ha ha—as
delusional as I was. Instead, suddenly, I was over, or that’s the way it felt to me.
And there these guys were. It was amazing: after all this feminism, the boys were
back in town. And the women: ‘Go back to your places, girls.’ I remember talking
to Paula Cooper about it, and she said, ‘You know, that’s one thing you’ve got to
get used to: it changes all the time.’ I mean, she wasn’t very sympathetic. But it
74
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was good to get that, to understand that, really fast. I think it cleaned the slate for
me, in a way.77
Cooper did not handle these new artists but continued to look out for her own and in 1983
shepherded the sale of Murray’s Painters Progress (spring 1981) to MoMA, their first work by
the artist. Murray reflected that this sale in particular “made me feel like I was on the playing
field.”78 Indeed, in 1987, Murray’s first retrospective, organized by Sue Graze (curator at the
Dallas Museum of Art) and Kathy Halbriech (director of the List Visual Arts Center at M.I.T.)
traveled to the Dallas Museum of Art; the Albert and Vera List Visual Arts Center, M.I.T. and
the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; the Des
Moines Art Center; the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis; and the Whitney Museum of American
Art. Then, in 1995 Murray was invited to curate an Artist Choice exhibition at MoMA. She was
the fifth person, first woman, to participate in the relatively new exhibition model which called
on artists to mount exhibitions of works selected from the museum’s collection. Though she
generally disagreed with “ghetto-ized” exhibitions of women’s art and knew that the gaps in
MoMA’s permanent collection would not provide an accurate picture, she presented an
exhibition of works in all mediums from nearly seventy female artists. Like Winsor had in 1979,
Murray soon became one of the few women to have solo exhibitions at MoMA. In 2005, the
museum mounted a retrospective exhibition of her work—one of only five official retrospectives
of women in the museum’s seven-decade history.
Murray joined a women’s consciousness raising group, but like Jackie Winsor did not
consider her goal was any kind of “feminist artwork.” In 1987 the artist stated that she was not a
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feminist in the 1970s, “but most of my friends were, and I was in a women’s consciousnessraising group, which I really liked. I read all the necessary literature […] But I couldn't
understand why people would want to close off their art to make political statements.”79 In
another instance Murray reflected, “I felt [feminist work] was trying too hard to make a
statement and that sucked the art right out of it. That whole feminism thing was a big wave. And
it was great, but I think there was a big delusion there, too.”80
About her relationship with feminism, Bartlett has said, “I wasn’t naturally a feminist
type […] I just wanted to be the best artist. And that was it. And that was plenty for me.”81 In
their desire to be equal with, and not separated from, men, Bartlett, Murray, Winsor, and Benglis
found in Cooper’s shared ideology an ideal dealer. A 2011 oral history with Bartlett is telling:
MR. MCELHINNEY: Do you think that imagery is gendered?
MS. BARTLETT: I don’t have any idea, and I certainly won’t in my lifetime
have that idea because, one, I have no distance from it whatsoever. Two, I grew
up in the same art environment that you did, and so the—where I would judge
myself from is that environment. So it’s one of those kinds of things that I would
choose not to think about, in terms of my actual functioning, because it’s not
going to get me anywhere that’s comfortable or nice.82
Brenda Richardson asserted that Bartlett deliberately avoided painting with what be considered a
feminine touch or with feminine imagery (although such associations are often in the eye and
experience of the beholder). She wrote, “Bartlett affirms her ambition to make gender-free art,
which in her case would seem to be less a political goal than a matter of personal strategy in an
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art world manifestly biased toward white males.”83 For context, Richardson wrote about the
1970s in New York:
it was still a boy’s club. [… Bartlett] was never less than perfectly clear: in the art
world, at least, the girls had to fight their way into the boy’s club. There was, after
all, sound logic driving Bartlett’s ambition to make art that had no gender. It was
a moment when younger generations of exceptional female artists were asserting
themselves in unprecedented numbers […] Yet women did not achieve the
recognition or financial success, much less the stardom, of their male peers. […]
Bartlett was dogged, however, in her determination to succeed as an artist.84
As she had with Benglis and Winsor, Cooper introduced Bartlett and Murray to people in
New York’s art community, ensured their works were collected and seen widely across the
country, and framed their practice in gender neutral terms. From 1973–79 Cooper included
Bartlett in at least fifteen exhibitions (three solo) and Murray in at least fourteen (two of which
were solo, one was two-person). The early exposure and recognition that came at, and with, the
Paula Cooper Gallery created the foundation for these two painters’ later career. Cooper
represented Murray until the early-1990s and continues to represent Bartlett.85 In April of 2007
at just sixty-six-years-old, Murray died from complications of lung cancer.

***
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Paula Cooper’s pursuit of what she termed an “open” and “vital” arts space led her to
SoHo, where she established a gallery that not only introduced a new aesthetic of display—the
“white cube” exhibition space that gave context to the dematerialized and unconventional artistic
pursuits of the late-1960s and 1970s—but served as an incubator for the generation of
postminimalist sculptors, painters, and those who deliberately fell in between the two categories.
Of note, in a time when most gallery rosters had one, if any, female artists, Cooper introduced
and sustained four: Jennifer Bartlett, Lynda Benglis, Elizabeth Murray, and Jackie Winsor.
Shortly after debuting at the Paula Cooper Gallery, they commanded Artforum covers, the
acquisition lists of the MoMA and Whitney, and cross-country museum mid-career
retrospectives. Despite the backdrop of the consciousness raising sessions and debates on a
shared “feminist aesthetic” prompted by the growing women’s movement, Cooper eschewed a
feminist agenda in marketing their work. Seeing—and seeing a lot and often—was believing.
Though many critics and collectors may have sought the feminine or feminist qualities in
the artists’ work in order to enrich their interpretations, Cooper astutely avoided such marketing.
Nor did gender politics inform her own aesthetic choices. She spent time with the paintings and
sculptures themselves—looking at them, moving them from place to place within the gallery to
glean a fresh perspective, and circling back to them months, years, and even decades later. For
her, experiencing the original visual impact of what was being made was as important as
building relationships with the artists. In multi-dimensional ways, and with business acumen, she
then ensured that their works were shown, seen, written about, and collected. Cooper’s vision
was straightforward: she believed in her artists, and her motivation practical: her own reputation
and success was directly tied to theirs.
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Artworks made by Bartlett, Benglis, Murray, and Winsor in the 1970s have been widely
collected by museums and are often featured in exhibitions and studied by art historians. There is
no question as to why. Benglis redefined both action painting and painting in general with her
horizontally oriented, poured pieces of latex or polyurethane foam. She also propelled the gender
biased art world into the limelight though her subsequent performative provocations. Winsor
championed brute physicality by manipulating unmalleable building materials in rigorous
repetition, wherein brute mass and form gave rise to a new kind of sculptural presence—and
primal associations. Bartlett and Murray deconstructed traditional painting through multipartite
and accretive compositions—and in the case of Bartlett, non-painterly means. Bartlett wanted a
painting that could wrap around corners and thus conceived of her scalable, modular plate
paintings. Murray could not capture her the colorful, zany, graphic designs in a single square and
thus created stretchers that embraced and embodied the forms she sought. Cooper shrewdly
established them in the cadre of emerging postminimalists.
Bartlett captured the moment and the enterprise in describing Cooper (Ana Martin) in her
novel History of the Universe—a fiction clearly based on fact:
Her artists are varied in temperament and aesthetic. Some of the products on view
are: large abstract paintings with soft edges and color on canvas; large abstract
paintings with harder edges and repeated units on canvas; abstract paintings of
medium size intensely colored and thickly painted on canvas; squares of baked
enamel on steel dotted or painted and arranged on the wall in groups; large pieces
of wood bound together with rope or cut and fitted together; small bronzes of
horses and houses; cast-iron abstract shapes displayed on the wall and floor; small
wax paintings on lozenge-shaped boards; large piles of cast bronze and
aluminum; tee shirts framed by tee-shirt-shaped frames; a bronze dildo, framed;
cast colored resin sculptures in a medium-to-large scale; a stack of numbered
paper; paintings of dreams on canvas board; torn pieces of paper with notes;
things made of beads, cloth, sticks, paint and paper for display on walls and
suspension in air; logs shaped or altered by unseen forces; large-to-medium-size
paintings on canvas with rectangles in closely valued colors. Readings of written
work, performances, dances, and concerts are held at the gallery. Ana exhibits the
work of artists she admires even if they are not affiliated with her gallery, tries to
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make herself and her artists rich, and is always late. She visits younger artist’s
studios, has friendships with her artists, becomes involved in their work and their
lives. She is irritated and concerned when life difficulties threaten their
productivity.”86
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ILLUSTRATIONS
Figure 1

Installation view: Eccentric Abstraction at Fischbach Gallery, 29 West 57th Street, New York,
1966. Fischbach Gallery records, 1937–2015. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian
Institution.
Artists included, left to right: Keith Sonnier (partial view), Louise Bourgeois, Frank Viner, Eva
Hesse, and Don Potts (foreground).
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Figure 2

Google street view of 109 East 69th Street, the location of Cooper’s home and first gallery: The
Paula Johnson Gallery.
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Figure 3

Installation view of Walter De Maria’s exhibition at the Paula Johnson Gallery, New York, 1965.
Recto and verso of a black-and-white photographic print. Lucy R. Lippard papers, 1930s–2007.
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.
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Figure 4a

Park Place Gallery, 542 West Broadway, New York, 1966. Photo: Peter Moore. Park Place, The
Gallery of Art Research, Inc. records and Paula Cooper Gallery records, 1961–2006. Archives of
American Art, Smithsonian Institution.
Figure 4b

Paula Cooper in her office at Park Place Gallery leaning on a desk made by Robert Grosvenor,
New York, 1966. Photo: Peter Moore. Park Place, The Gallery of Art Research, Inc. records and
Paula Cooper Gallery records, 1961–2006. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.
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Figure 4c

Left to right: Peter Forakis, Bernie Kirschenbaum, Paula Cooper, and Chris Wilmarth at an
opening, New York, between 1964 and 1967. Park Place, The Gallery of Art Research, Inc.
records and Paula Cooper Gallery records, 1961–2006. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian
Institution.
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Figure 5a

Portrait of American sculptor Forrest ‘Frosty’ Meyers as he leans against a wall beneath on of his
works in his downtown loft studio, New York, November 14, 1965. Photo: Fred W.
McDarrah/Getty Images.
Figure 5b

American painter Edwin Ruda walks past a wall of his work in his loft studio, New York,
November 12, 1965. Photo: Fred W. McDarrah/Getty Images.
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Figure 6

Left to right: Max Hutchinson, David Whitney, Ivan Karp, Michael Findlay, Stephen Radich,
and Paula Cooper. Photo: Jay Jacobs.
Published in The Art Gallery Magazine XIII, no. 3 (December 1969): p. 9.
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Figure 7

Map of SoHo Art Galleries, 1971. Accessed via the SoHo Memory Project,
https://sohomemory.org/map-of-soho-art-galleries-1971.
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Figure 8a

Paula Cooper Gallery Wooster Street #2 (n.d.). Photo: Jaime Davidovich. Accessed via SoHo
Memory Project, https://sohomemory.org/node/4967.
Figure 8b

Wooster Street #1 (n.d.) [Cooper façade]. Photo: Jaime Davidovich. Accessed via SoHo Memory
Project, https://sohomemory.org/node/4983.
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Figure 9a

Installation view: Benefit for the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam at
the Paula Cooper Gallery, 96 Prince Street, October 22–31, 1968. Courtesy of Paula Cooper
Gallery.
Artists included, left to right: Robert Ryman, Robert Mangold, Donald Judd, Bill Bollinger,
Robert Huot, Dan Flavin, Robert Murray, and David Lee (foreground).
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Figure 9b

Installation view: Benefit for the Student Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam at
the Paula Cooper Gallery, 96 Prince Street, October 22–31, 1968. Courtesy of Paula Cooper
Gallery.
Artists included, left to right: Will Insley and Jo Baer.
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Figure 10

Left to right, back: David Whitney, Ivan Karp, Arnold Glimcher, Klaus Kertess, Fred Muller,
Richard Bellamy. Left to right, front: Paula Cooper and Michael Findlay, 1970. Photo: Irving
Penn.
Published in “Eight Gamblers on Young Artists: Art Dealers in New York.” Vogue 155
(February 1, 1970): p.176–77.
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Figure 11

Lucy Lippard protesting at Whitney Museum of American Art demanding 50 percent
representation of women and non-white artists in the Whitney Annual, September 1970. Photo:
Ann Arien.
Published in Carey Lovelace, “Optimism and Rage: The Women’s Movement in Art in New
York, 1969–1975,” Woman’s Art Journal 37, no. 1 (2016): p. 6.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26452049.
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Figure 12

Guerrilla Girls, Guerrilla Girls’ Hits List, 1986. Offset lithograph, 17 x 22 inches (43.2 × 56
cm). From The Guerrilla Girls’ Portfolio Compleat 1985–2012. © Guerrilla Girls.
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Figure 13

Lynda Benglis, Excess, 1971. Purified beeswax, damar resin and pigments on Masonite and
wood, 36 x 5 x 4 inches (91.4 x 12.7 x 10.2 cm). Walker Art Center, Minneapolis; Art Center
Acquisition Fund, 1972 (1972.11). © Lynda Benglis.
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Figure 14

Installation view: Drawing Exhibition at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 100 Price Street, January 11–
February 4, 1969. Courtesy Paula Cooper Gallery.
Two Benglis wax paintings are pictured on the far right.
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Figure 15

Cooper holding an artwork by Lynda Benglis with drawings by Gary Kuehn on the wall behind
her, 1971. Photo: Duane Michals.
Reproduced in Gareth Harris, “Dealer Paula Cooper on 50 Years in the New York Art World,”
Financial Times, November 30, 2018, https://www.ft.com/content/605b881a-ef2c-11e8-89c8d36339d835c0 (accessed February 2, 2021).
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Figure 16

Lynda Benglis, Contraband, 1969. Pigmented latex, overall (irregular): 3 × 116 1/4 × 398 1/4
inches (7.6 × 295.3 × 1011.6 cm), overall (thickness of latex): 1/8in. (0.3 cm). Whitney Museum
of American Art, New York; purchase, with funds from the Painting and Sculpture Committee
and partial gift of John Cheim and Howard Read. © Lynda Benglis.
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Figure 17

Installation view: Lynda Benglis at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 100 Price Street, February 8–
March 4, 1970. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured all untitled (1970).
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Figure 18

“Fling, Dribble, and Drip.” Life 68, no. 7 (February 27, 1970): pp. 62–63.
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Figure 19

Installation views: Lynda Benglis at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 100 Prince Street, September 25–
October 21, 1971. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artwork pictured: Pinto (1971).
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Figure 20

Lynda Benglis advertisement. Artforum 13, no. 3 (November 1974).
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Figure 21

Announcement card for Lynda Benglis: Sculpture at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster
Street, November 8–December 3, 1975. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
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Figure 22

Lynda Benglis, Victor, 1974. Aluminum screen, cotton bunting, plaster, sprayed zinc, steel, and
tin, 66 7/8 x 20 1/2 x 13 1/8 inches (169.8 x 52 x 33.3 cm). Museum of Modern Art, New York;
Purchased with the aid of funds from the National Endowment for the Arts and an anonymous
donor (372.1975). © Lynda Benglis.
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Figure 23

Installation views: Lynda Benglis: Sculpture at
the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street,
November 8–December 3, 1975. Courtesy of
Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artwork pictured, foreground: Primary
Structures (Paula's Props) (1975), Modern Art
(1970–74; two of four parts pictured), and Wing
(1970).
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Figure 24

Jackie Winsor, Bound Square, 1972. Wood and twine, 75 1/2 x 79 x 14 1/2 inches (191.8 x 193 x
36.8 cm). Museum of Modern Art, New York; Joseph G. Mayer Foundation, Inc., in honor of
James Thrall, Soby and Grace M. Mayer Fund in honor of Alfred H. Barr, Jr. (426.1974).
© 2022 Jackie Winsor.
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Figure 25

Jackie Winsor, Double Circle, 1970–71. Hemp, 21 x 54 inches (53.3 x 137.2 cm), diameter.
Private collection.
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Figure 26

Jackie Winsor, Bound Grid, 1971–72. Wood and twine, 84 x 84 x 8 inches (213.3 x 213.3 x 20.3
cm). Fonds Nationale d’Art Contemporain, Paris.
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Figure 27

Installation view: Jackie Winsor at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street, October 20–
November 14, 1973. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured: Bound Square (1972), Plywood Square (1973; foreground), Double Bound
Circle (1971), Chunk Piece (1970), Nail Piece (1970), Fence Piece (1970), Bound Logs (1972–
1973), Four Corners (1972), Double Circle (1970), Laminated Plywood (1973).
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Figure 28a

Installation view: Jackie Winsor: Sculpture at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street,
April 3–May 5, 1976. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured: #2 Copper (1976), Fifty-Fifty and 55 x 55 (both 1975).
Figure 28b

Installation view: Jackie Winsor: Sculpture at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street,
April 3–May 5, 1976. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured: #2 Copper, #1 Rope, and Sheet Rock Piece (all 1976).
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Figure 29a

Installation view: Jackie Winsor at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, January 12, 1979–
March 6, 1979. Photographic Archive. The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York.
IN1245.10. Photo: Katherine Keller.
Artworks pictured: Bound Square (1972), Four Corners (1972), and 55 x 55 (1975).
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Figure 29b

Installation view: Jackie Winsor at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, January 12, 1979–
March 6, 1979. Photographic Archive. The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York.
IN1245.7. Photo: Katherine Keller.
Artworks pictured, left to right: Chunk Piece (1970, back), Four Corners (1972), 55 x 55 (1975),
Burnt Piece (1977–78, foreground), Fifty-Fifty (1975), #1 Rope (1976), Cement Sphere (1971),
Green Piece (1976–77).
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Figure 30

Jennifer Bartlett, One Line (Connecting any Two of Nine Points), 1972. Testors enamel,
silkscreen, on nine baked enamel steel plates, overall: 38 x 38 inches (96.5 x 96.5 cm).
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Figure 31

Installation view: Jennifer Bartlett: Paintings at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street,
March 9–30, 1974. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured, left to right: Nine Points (1972); top row: One Line (1974), 3 Point Planes
(1973), Gravity Drop (1973), 2001 (1973), Edge Lift (1974), Eight Plate Nine Plate Piece
(1974). Bottom row: Nine Lines (1972), Traveling Lines (1973), 9 Point Planes (1973), Chicken
Tracks (1973), Nest (1973), Enclosure: Drift (1973). Far wall: Two Step (1974).
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Figure 32a

Installation view: Jennifer Bartlett, A New Work: Rhapsody at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155
Wooster Street, May 8–June 2, 1976. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Figure 32b

Jennifer Bartlett, Rhapsody, 1975–76 (detail). Enamel on steel, 987 plates, overall,
approximately: 7 feet 6 inches x 153 feet (228.6 x 4663.4 cm). Museum of Modern Art, New
York; Gift of Edward R. Broida (650.2005)
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Figure 33

Installation view: Marilyn Lenkowsky, Elizabeth Murray, John Torreano: Paintings at the Paula
Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street, April 6–May 1, 1974. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured, by Murray, left to right: Untitled (1974) and Double Beat (1974).
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Figure 34a

Installation view: James Dearing, Elizabeth Murray: Paintings at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155
Woster Street, January 11–February 5, 1975. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery Archives,
Geoffrey Clements Photography.
Artworks pictured, left to right: three Dearing paintings; three Murray paintings: One or Two
Things, Flamingo (color illustration below for reference), and Two or Three Things (all 1974).

Figure 34b
Elizabeth Murray, Flamingo, 1974–78. Oil on
canvas, 90 x 87 1/8 x 2 inches (228.6 x 221.3 x 5.1
cm). The Alfond Collection of Contemporary Art at
Rollins College, Winter Park, F.L.; Gift of Barbara
‘68 and Theodore ‘68 Alfond, (2019.2.1).
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Figure 35a

Installation view: Elizabeth Murray: Paintings at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street,
November 2–27, 1976. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured: Harry (1976), Back (1976), Rolling Ball (1975–76), and Rise (1976).
Figure 35b

Installation view: Elizabeth Murray: Paintings at the Paula Cooper Gallery, 155 Wooster Street,
November 2–27, 1976. Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery.
Artworks pictured: Beginning, Singing School, and To be Titled (all 1976).
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Figure 36

Elizabeth Murray, Children Meeting, 1978. Oil on canvas, overall: 101 3/16 × 127 inches (257 ×
322.6 cm). Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; purchase, with funds from the Louis
and Bessie Adler Foundation, Inc., Seymour M. Klein, President (78.34). © Estate of Elizabeth
Murray / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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